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LETTERS 


Letters may have been 
shortened because of 
space. Some names 
may have been changed 

New unionism 

The Independent Workers Union 
(IWGB), in our activities organising 
mostly migrant cleaning workers, has 
gained wide recognition and respect. 
Our activity has raised important 
questions regarding present-day trade 
unionism. We welcome a serious 
debate on these issues. 

However, the article by Max 
Watson posted on his blog, 
‘IWGB: two small unions?’, 
cannot go unanswered (http:// 
maxwatsonunison.blogspot. 
co.uk/2013/07/iwgb-two-small- 
unions.html). It is not that Watson 
articulates a view better than others 
or he is an important person due 
to his post on the Unison national 
executive. We are responding 
because Watson has maligned the 
struggle of cleaners. 

It is a he that IWGB has a strategy 
“focused on recruiting members of 
other unions” or of “poaching”; that 
IWGB accused Max Watson and the 
London Metropolitan University 
Branch of Unison of racism; that IWGB 
“attacked” Max Watson at the same time 
he was under attack by his employer, 
the government and officialdom. 

Buried within Watson’s article 
is the more significant question of 
forming new unions. The IWGB is 
criticised for not being affiliated to 
the TUC, that our “view is basically: 
Unison is a Labour-affiliated, sell-out 
union full of rightwing officials, so 
there is no way we should join them”. 
Facts show otherwise: for example, 
Alberto Durango, IWGB organiser, 
was until his victimisation also a 
Unison shop steward in the NHS. This 
is but one example. 

For Watson the current 
organisational form of the unions is 
fixed rigid. But the development of 
our movement did not begin or end 
with the forming of the TUC in 1867. 
Our own time has some similarity to 
conditions which gave rise to the 
‘new unionism’ before the upsurge 
of 1888-1914. The ‘old unions’ 
were elitist - migrant, unskilled and 
women workers were neglected. The 
workers’ desire for change gave birth 
to new unions - the General Railway 
Workers’ Union, Brickmakers and 
General Labourers, the Dockers 
Union, to name but a few. 

The view of the old union leaders 
was the same as that of Watson: 
hostility. TUC leader Henry Broadhurst 
wanted to “hound these creatures from 
our midst”. Many who pioneered or 
were influenced by new unionism 
played a role in building the shop- 
stewards movements from 1915-26, 
taking action within and independent 
of the established unions. By taking 
a tunnel-vision view of history, 
Watson and co-thinkers view activity 
within established unions as the only 
historically acceptable option. 

It was certainly true in the 
post-war period, when our union 
movement expanded to cover 55% 
of the workforce by 1980, that there 
was little scope or justification for 
creating new unions. But 33 years later 
the situation is different - the density 
of union membership fell to 26% by 
2011. Amidst the deepening crisis of 
capitalism key unions have opted for a 
siege mentality of holding on to where 
they are already. This mentality has not 
halted the membership decline. Today 
union organisation hardly exists in the 
hotel, restaurant, fast-food, leisure and 
service sector. At a time when 47% 
of union members are in professional 
occupations the similarity to before 
new unionism is obvious. 

There is an urgent need to organise 
the workers, neglected by the old guard 


of the movement. That does not mean 
abandoning all existing unions, but 
it does mean there is scope for new 
unions again. This possibility can be 
seen with the North Sea oil workers. 
After the Piper Alpha disaster the 
workers, frustrated with the failures 
of the established unions, formed the 
Offshore Industry Liaison Committee 
(OILC). In 1991 they established 
themselves as an independent union 
and today they continue as OILC, 
Offshore Energy branch of the RMT. 

In the majority of workplaces 
IWGB organise there are no other 
unions: in most of them sub-contracted 
cleaners are not organised by unions 
representing ‘in-house’ workers - an 
example is the Barbican, where we 
have fraternal relations with the GMB. 

Instead of solidarity Watson 
engages in slanders. To strengthen 
his disagreement over the events 
at the University of London he has 
fabricated a story of very minor events 
at London Metropolitan University. 
His disagreements arise from the 
presence of cleaners at London Met 
who are IWGB members. In February 
2012 the cleaners, employed by 
Dynamiq, protested - in response the 
workforce was locked out and told 
they would be made redundant. They 
forced Dynamiq to agree they would 
stay together in alternative jobs, be 
put on the London Living Wage 
and relocated on TUPE ‘protected 
employment’ conditions. In the end 
all the workers were transferred to 
London Met, where Dynamiq had 
a contract. 

Watson claims this was “behind our 
backs, so in effect in collusion with the 
employer”. Is he seriously saying that 
workers, who had never even heard of 
Max Watson and were not in Unison, 
should have asked his permission 
to save their own jobs? Is he saying 
forcing an employer who wants to sack 
everyone to find them jobs with a pay 
rise is class-collaboration? 

At London Met the other cleaners 
were impressed by the new workers’ 
accounts. But there was no decision 
by IWGB to go on a “permanent 
recruitment drive”. Our union did 
later agree to work with Watson 
organising cleaners. At a meeting 
of all cleaners, Alberto Durango 
emphasised there was already a 
union established and they should 
be part of it - Unison! A meeting 
of cleaners was held which elected 
reps, regardless of their union 
membership. An IWGB activist 
was one of them - she is a political 
refugee with a respected history of 
activity in Colombia. 

It is bizarre indeed that Watson 
should approvingly cite some 
anarchists associated with the Industrial 
Workers of the World to attack us. 
During a brief period we joined the 
IWW. The people Watson cites were 
engaged in constant attacks on us for, 
amongst other things, engaging in 
legal strike action, and “getting into 
bed with Labour MPs”, meaning our 
friendship with John McDonnell and 
Jeremy Corbyn. 

From his high office Watson also 
attacks the John Lewis cleaners’ 
struggle. In order to justify branding 
their achievements as “hyper¬ 
bollocks” he simply lies about their 
campaign. The cleaners of John Lewis 
in Oxford Street are 100% migrant 
workers, who from December 2011 
until August 2012 struggled with 
the employers to stop compulsory 
redundancies of a third of the staff 
and cuts in their hours. They added 
to their campaign the demand for the 
London Living Wage. 

Without a penny in strike pay, 
the cleaners took two days of strike 
action in August 2012 and announced 
a third. The strikes were accompanied 
by protests and direct action. The 
employers agreed to a settlement 


of no job losses, no cuts in hours, 
reinstatement of two workers, re¬ 
organisation of excessive shifts and 
a 9% pay increase. This was followed 
by the same pay rise for hundreds of 
cleaners in John Lewis across stores 
in London. At this time there were 
mass job cuts and austerity measures 
across the country. In this context 
we were right to state the cleaners’ 
“achievements are not minor - they 
are almost unheard of in the current 
period of austerity”. 

Watson belittles the statement 
as “laughable” and, even worse, 
condemns the cleaners for ‘giving 
in’, when “others had been winning 
the Living Wage elsewhere”. By any 
decent standards Watson’s article is 
contemptible and his views should be 
treated as such. 

Our movement is at a crossroads. 
We need a new unionism for the 
21st century and the seeds are 
germinating in the struggles of today. 
We are part of this process and we urge 
genuine trade unionists to support and 
assist the Independent Workers Union. 
IWGB 
email 

Weird science 

In response to Simon Wells, I 
find very little science at all in his 
contribution (Letters, October 17). 
I did not say ‘climate science’ is 
part of the conspiracy against the 
British mining industry. This ‘climate 
science’ is on a worldwide scale 
totally ignored in terms of most of 
the huge coal-producing countries 
anyway. What I am saying is that the 
plan to destroy coal mining in Britain 
was a conscious political action to, 
first, defeat the National Union of 
Mineworkers as a militant vanguard 
of the manufacturing proletariat, 
which then, when that failed, went 
up a key to one of total extermination 
of the industry as a whole. 

This is hardly a secret or some 
crank conspiracy theory, as - from 
Ridley in 1979 advocating nuclear 
power to replace the Bolshie miners, 
through Thatcher’s plan to take on 
and defeat the NUM as a prelude to 
her free-market programme, through 
to Major’s rigged energy market and 
privatisations - they have all expressed 
this quite openly. We should compare 
the apparent rationale for Thatcher’s 
closure programme - that the coal 
industry was ‘unprofitable’ and had 
to brought into line - with the recent 
decision to guarantee a subsidy of 
£90 per gigawatt hour, paid for out 
of taxes and levies, to the private 
nuclear power stations. Compared 
to the £50 GWh paid on average 
to current non-nuclear generators, 
which already includes a 40% fossil 
fuel levy on coal generation. Energy 
policy in Britain has never been about 
a ‘free market’ or economics, but is 
almost entirely based upon political/ 
class considerations, as well as the 
chance to write your own cheque in 
terms of uncontrolled profits. 

I am putting forward two 
overlapping though different things. 
Firstly, climate change is a natural 
process which predates us by billions 
of years. The forces involved are 
constantly recurring with or without 
us, though obviously we inhabit the 
planet in our billions and we make a 
marginal contribution to this process 
too. Secondly, the stoking up of 
climate change panic and new ‘green 
programmes’ are largely to promote 
new industrial developments in new 
markets, scrapping old structures 
and opening up vast new areas 
of profits and speculation. The 
‘green’ arguments being used by the 
government to kill coal stone dead 
in Britain and make sure it never 
rises again are indeed based upon 
class bias and the need for an energy 
structure which cannot be dominated 


by militant mass unions and labour- 
intensive industry. To that extent the 
climate debate is used here as part 
of their political class struggle. As a 
world impact it scarcely registers. 

So let us be quite clear. I didn’t 
say, “the whole of climate science 
should be junked”, although it is 
deeply flawed and partisan. That it 
is applied in a partisan fashion here 
can be seen in the double standards 
used in the fracking debate. Coal is 
burdened with a fossil fuel tax which 
ensures industrial users and energy 
producers of coal are charged a 50% 
excess levy because fossil fuel is 
polluting. Shale fracking systems are 
to be given a 40% tax discount and no 
additional fossil fuel tax, even though 
the methane produced through the 
process is two thirds more polluting 
than C0 2 . 

Simon doesn’t listen - another fact 
which inhibits his ability to utilise the 
science he hails. Coal production does 
not generate C0 2 but coal combustion 
does. We have been developing clean 
coal plants which minimise C0 2 
emissions to the point of virtually 
eliminating them since the late 1970s 
and reached the point last year, with 
the Don Valley power project, where 
coal and gas could generate power 
without any C0 2 emissions at all and a 
90% reduction in all other emissions. 
The government pulled the plug on 
it, as Thatcher did with Bretby and 
Grimethorpe in the 1980s and 90s. 
Coal power does not equal C0 2 
emissions if you don’t want it to, so 
we have got a safe and sure way of 
burning coal on a mass scale. 

But then we come to the most 
scientific part of Simon’s response 
to my letter. Until we find such a 
method for burning coal (which, 
as said, we have found, though not 
used), “we should keep most of it in 
the ground”. Now ask yourself if this 
is naive, sentimental wishful thinking 
or science? I’ll say this again. Coal 
production doubled in the last 20 
years. It will despite the recession 
double again in the next 10 - 50% of 
the world’s power is produced by coal. 
Coal reserves far outstrip oil, uranium 
or gas reserves, which will all dry up 
long before coal does. Japan is going 
over to coal generation to replace 
nuclear. Germany has abandoned 
nuclear and is building 23 new coal 
power stations this year. India has 455 
new coal stations planned this year 
and China 363. 

Science needs to take account of 
facts , not day dreams. The fact is 
coal is not being left in the ground 
and will not be left in the ground, 
with the possible exception of Britain, 
which, for reasons stated earlier, 
has a different agenda and one only 
loosely related to Simon’s. If coal is 
going to be used, and it will, then the 
imperative is not to sit like Canute 
calling on the tide to stay back, but 
to produce clean coal technologies 
to allow it to be burned as safely and 
environmentally cleanly as possible. 

Science is not neutral. It is political 
and ideological. The reports which 
are being marshalled are not some 
objective academic exercise, but 
funded and publicised to a particular 
agenda of capitalism, mainly in the 
west. How long have we known 
scientifically how to feed the world, 
ensure enough water, clothe and house 
the world’s population, and stop the 
global decimation of the forests? We 
have known this for a century and a 
field full of reports and commissions 
would demonstrate that. But why 
hasn’t it been acted upon in the haste 
and passion of ‘climate change’? 
Politics, my dear Simon, politics. 

I can’t find much disagreement 
with Bill Sacks (Letters, October 
17), except to say again the intention 
is not simply to prevent the loss of 
coal miners’jobs. The utility of clean 


coal power plants, such as carbon 
capture and sequestration (CCS) 
and, more importantly, the fluid bed, 
would reduce the demand for coal and 
reduce the number of miners. It would 
also give us the chance to organise 
and demand safe working conditions, 
shorter hours, union rights, etc. 
David Douglass 
South Shields 

No merger 

Andrew Northall appears to doubt the 
sincerity of the Socialist Party of Great 
Britain’s stance (Letters, October 
17). Our latest executive committee 
minutes (available to read on the web) 
has one EC member commenting that 
the party’s letter seems to give the 
impression that a merger of the two 
organisations is being proposed. He, 
therefore, proposed a resolution that the 
EC make it clear that there will be no 
merger between the two organisations. 

No seconder was found and it was 
argued that we need a meeting to 
discuss the similarities and differences 
between our and their positions and that 
the discussion should be open-minded. 

A sign, I suggest, of the integrity 
of the SPGB, unlike the sectarian, 
dismissive tone reflected by Northall’s 
portrayal of some of the Socialist 
Platform signatories as “flotsam and 
jetsam” and with their “dubious lineage 
and promiscuous political CVs”. 
Perhaps he may be proved correct in 
the end in his description, but only 
by an honest exchange of views and 
opinions can that be determined, which 
is the purpose of our own overtures. 
Alan Johnstone 
SPGB 

No reforms 

I see Andrew Northall has retained 
enough of the understanding he had 
while he was in the Socialist Party to 
realise that we would not agree with 
the clause in the Socialist Platform 
that suggested that a ‘state’ might 
continue in socialism. This was 
precisely one of our disagreements 
with it, as set out in an article from 
October’s Socialist Standard : 

“There are, of course, differences. 
For instance, clause 2 could imply 
that a ‘state’ will continue to exist 
in socialism. Clause 3 does not say 
explicitly that socialism has to involve 
the complete ending of production 
for the market. Clause 5 ends with a 
peculiar formulation on Europe (even 
though this is an advance on the No2EU 
embraced by most of the left). Clause 
8 is the real stumbling block from our 
point of view, as it opens the way for the 
party to campaign for reforms.” 

Incidentally, we were not calling for 
‘unity’ with the Socialist Platform, but 
merely proposing a meeting to discuss 
why there would be a need to form a 
new socialist party when one already 
exists, at which the above differences 
could, of course, also be discussed. 
Adam Buick 
SPGB 

Camp filth 

Peter McLaren says: “Rugby Trade 
Unionist and Socialist Coalition is 
disgusted at Conservative proposals to 
force those unemployed for more than 
two years to work, train or attend their 
job centre every single day in order to 
qualify for any state benefits” (Letters, 
October 3). 

If Tusc are that disgusted, perhaps a 
first step might be to call on their fellow 
trade union members in the department 
for work and pensions to, you know, 
show some elementary solidarity 
and cease victimising some of the 
most vulnerable people in society. 
The sanctioning of claimants for the 
most trivial and illogical reasons has 
increased dramatically, leaving many 
claimants totally without money. 

McLaren fails to mention the 
endless attacks on the sick, but here 
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the situation is similar. We have trade 
union members in ATOS, mainly 
represented by the PCS, whose only 
role is to force the sick off benefits 
and consign them to long-term penury. 

Until Tusc begin to address some 
of the filth in their own camp, forgive 
me for seeing them as no more than 
a Trojan horse within the working 
class who represent the interests 
of relatively better-off (unionised) 
sections of the class. 

Ted Hankin 
Nottingham 

Ultravox 

Stan Keable of Labour Party Marxists 
supports the view that “The Labour 
Party should only consider forming 
a government when it has the active 
support of a clear majority of the 
population and has a realistic prospect 
of implementing a full socialist 
programme” (‘Safe for capitalism’, 
September 26). 

The idea that Labour should only 
form a government on the basis of the 
maximum programme of socialism is 
ultra-leftism, pure and simple. This 
form of ultra-left thinking ignores 
the fact the working class can benefit 
from a government based on carrying 
out minimum demands. To demand 
that a reformist party should only 
form a government on the basis of the 
full socialist programme is absurd. 
Such an argument rejects reforms 
while upholding only the maximum 
programme, like the old Healyites 
used to do. 

Is it the aim of Labour Party 
Marxists to turn the Labour Party into 
an ultra-left movement? 

Tony Clark 

email 

Well done 

After reading comrade Stan 
Keable’s article (‘Inching to the 
left’, October 17), I suddenly 
understood the CPGB line on Left 
Unity and would like to congratulate 
you, for the following reasons: 

1. By dividing the votes for the 
Socialist Platform (with which, 
however, you basically agree) you 
will help the more rightwing Left 
Party Platform to win a majority at 
the November founding conference; 

2. With the Left Party Platform 
leading the LU party into the next 
general election, this party might take 
more votes from Labour than one led 
by the SP would have done; 

3. With your help to the LP Platform, 
the Labour Party is likely to lose the 
general election; and 

4. CPGB action within a Labour 
Party in opposition is likely to 
develop more efficiently than in a 
Labour Party in government. 

Congratulations, comrades! 
Jean-Michel Edwin 
Rouen 

Pressing matter 

In 1842 Marx wrote a series of 
articles for Rheinische Zeitung in 
which he passionately argued for 
full press freedom: “Freedom of the 
press, too, has its beauty which one 
must have loved to be able to defend 
it. I feel that its existence is essential, 
that it is something which I need, 
without which my nature can have 
no full, satisfied, complete existence. 
What an illogical paradox to regard 
censorship as a basis for improving 
our press! ... You cannot enjoy the 
advantages of a free press without 
putting up with its inconveniences. 
You cannot pluck the rose without 
its thorns! The free press is the 
ubiquitous, vigilant eye of a people’s 
soul, the embodiment of a people’s 
faith in itself, the eloquent link that 
connects the individual with the state 
and the world, the embodied culture 
that transforms material struggles 
into intellectual struggles and 
idealises their crude material form.” 

Marx’s defence of the freedom of 
the press is an eloquent companion 


piece to the original bourgeois liberal 
statement of John Milton in his 1644 
tract, Areopagitica: a speech for the 
liberty of unlicensed printing , which 
opposed the 1643 Licensing Order. 
Milton argued that an individual must 
have unlimited access to the ideas 
of his fellow men in “a free and 
open encounter”, so that “truth will 
prevail”. Milton passionately wrote: 
“Give me the liberty to know, to 
utter and to argue freely according 
to conscience, above all liberties”. 
He believed: “If we think to regulate 
printing, thereby to rectify manners, 
we must [also] regulate all recreations 
and pastimes” and that licensing is 
“a dishonour and derogation to the 
author to the book, to the privilege 
and dignity of learning”. 

Freedom of the press was 
achieved in England in 1695 when 
the Licensing Act was not renewed 
by the House of Commons. This 
was companion ‘legislation’ to the 
1688 Bill of Rights and the bourgeois 
liberal Glorious Revolution. 

The critical lines in the Leveson 
report are probably the following, 
where a newspaper/magazine, as a 
“subscriber to a recognised regulatory 
body ... provides for the claimant 
to use a fair, fast and inexpensive 
arbitration service ... claims for costs 
incurred by a claimant who could 
have used the arbitration service. On 
the issue of costs, it should equally be 
open to a claimant to rely on failure 
by a newspaper to subscribe to the 
regulator, thereby depriving him 
or her of access to a fair, fast and 
inexpensive arbitration service”. 

Is this not the type of ‘licensing’ 
that Milton and Marx argued 
passionately against? Would the 
Socialist Standard and Weekly 
Worker have to ‘subscribe’ to the 
“recognised regulatory board”? It 
is acknowledged that Tories who 
oppose Leveson and any diminution 
of the freedom of the press are 
defending the bourgeois rights and 
liberties of capitalist media owners 
(owners of means of production) 
- such as for Murdoch to own as 
many newspapers as he can - and 
exercise editorial control in support 
of a capitalist agenda and oppose the 


H ow inconsiderate of the 
Socialist Workers Party. The 
comrades sent out their internal 
Pre-conference Bulletin No2 just 
as the Weekly Worker was being 
edited - too late for us to carry a 
review in this week’s paper. 

But not to worry. That gives 
us a whole week to read through 
it thoroughly and let you have 
our thoughts for the next issue. 
In the meantime, you can read it 
yourself - it’s the first carousel 
item on the CPGB website (www. 
cpgb.org.uk). 

Our coverage of the debates 
that are raging on the left is one 
of the reasons so many make sure 
they read us every week. The S WP 
itself wants to keep those debates 
out of the sight of non-members, 
but, given where we are now, what 
happens in that organisation is not 
unimportant - it will certainly have 
an impact, albeit almost purely 
negative, on the way Marxists 
organise in the future. The SWP is 
an embodiment of what not to do, 
what not to say, how not to organise. 

Our coverage of the left is 
no doubt what comrade JS was 
thinking of when he wrote, 
“Keep up the good work” in 
the email accompanying his 
£7 PayPal donation. He added 
regretfully, “Wish it could be 


interests of the working class. 

The independence of the Socialist 
Standard and the Weekly Worker 
in bourgeois capitalist society is 
‘protected’ by the notion of freedom 
of the press established by the non¬ 
renewal of the Licensing Act in 1695 
and the abolition of stamp duty tax 
on newspapers in 1855. 

As Marxists, we should not 
support any statutory regulation on 
the freedom of the press in bourgeois 
capitalist society. 

Steve Clayton 
email 

Escortise 

It’s October, so it must be that time 
of year when I do my annual analysis 
of the adult workers index - the total 
number of female escorts advertising 
on Adult Work , the UK’s premier 
website for putting escorts in touch 
with potential clients. The number of 
escorts with profiles on Adult Work 
has increased by 25% from just 
over 18,000 a year ago to more than 
23,000 today. 

There are four things to note. 
First, there has been a big increase 
in adverts from women who are 
either married or in a relationship. 
These women are probably trying 
to supplement their family income 
through the tax-free income available 
from escorting. 

Second, there has been a huge 
increase in adverts from single 
women aged 18-30 working from 
home. These women are probably 
unable to get a job or are unwilling 
to work for the minimum wage in 
zero-hours contract jobs. 

Third, there has also been a 
significant decrease in the average 
hourly rate charged by escorts from 
£100 an hour a year ago to £80 an 
hour today. There has also been an 
increase in women offering discounts 
and ‘special offers’. 

Fourth, this 25% increase in the 
adult work index clearly shows that, 
in spite of talk about the UK economy 
‘turning the corner’, the reality for 
many women is very different. Hence 
the increase in women escorting. 
John Smithee 
Cambridgeshire 


more.” Mind you, as he says, 
“Every little helps.” 

JS was one of 10,601 online 
readers last week, but he was 
alone amongst them in making 
a donation. But we did receive 
no less than £345 in standing 
orders from SK, MM, SP, SE 
and PM, plus two handy cheques 
from LJ (£25) and RT (£20). All 
in all, we took in an extra £397 
towards October’s fighting fund 
over the last seven days, taking 
our running total into four figures 
at £1,039. 

However, while that represents 
an acceleration, we now need to 
speed up even more, as we need 
to make up the rest of our monthly 
£1,500 target in just one week. 
That’s another £461 by October 31. 

That should be more than 
possible, especially if comrades 
take a leaf out of JS’s book and 
let us have your donation, however 
modest. But I wouldn’t say no to 
contributions that are a lot more 
substantial either - especially 
if, like him, you appreciate our 
coverage of the SWP! • 

Robbie Rix 

Fill in a standing order form 

(back page), donate via our 
website, or send cheques, 
payable to Weekly Worker 


Fighting fund 

Inconsiderate 



CPGB podcasts 

Every Monday we upload a podcast commenting on the current 
political situation. In addition, the site features voice files of public 
meetings and other events: http://cpgb.org.uk/home/podcasts. 

London Communist Forum 

Sunday October 27, 5pm: Weekly political report from CPGB 
Provisional Central Committee, followed by open discussion and 
Capital reading group. Calthorpe Arms, 252 Grays Inn Road, London 
WC1. This meeting: Vol 1, chapter 24, section 3: ‘Separation of 
surplus value into capital and revenue’. 

Organised by CPGB: www.cpgb.org.uk. 

Radical Anthropology Group 

Introduction to anthropology: the human revolution 

Tuesday October 29, 6.15pm: ‘People, animals, blood and the moon’. 

Speaker: Jerome Lewis. 

St Martin’s Community Centre, 43 Carol Street, London NW1 
(Camden Town tube). £10 waged, £5 low waged, £3 unwaged. 
Organised by Radical Anthropology Group: 
www.radicalanthropologygroup.org. 

Migrants welcome 

Thursday October 24,10.30am: Protest against UKBA ‘Go home’ 
campaign, Eaton House, 581 Staines Road, Hounslow, Middlesex. 
Organised by Southall Black Sisters: www.southallblacksisters.org.uk. 

Zero hours and workfare 

Thursday October 24, 7.30pm: Public meeting, Friends Meeting 
House, Ship Street, Brighton BN 1. 

Organised by Brighton Benefits Campaign and Brighton and Hove 
Trades Union Council: www.facebook.com/events/401129549988566 

Birmingham People’s Assembly 

Thursday October 24, 7pm: Launch rally, Second City Suite, 100 
Sherlock Street, Birmingham B5. 

Organised by Birmingham People’s Assembly: 
www.birminghampeoplesassembly.wordpress.com. 

Killed in custody 

Saturday October 26,12.30pm: Annual procession and rally to 
remember those who have died in the custody of police, in prison, 
immigration detention centres and secure psychiatric hospitals. 
Assemble Trafalgar Square, London WC2, for march to Downing 
Street. 

Organised by United Families and Friends Campaign: 
www.uffc-campaigncentral.org. 

Stop the evictions 

Saturday October 26,1pm: March against bedroom tax. Assemble 
Cardiff City Hall, Cathays Park, Cardiff CF10. 

Organised by Cardiff Against the Bedroom Tax: 
cardiffagainstthebedroomtax@gmail.com. 

Defend the Right to Protest 

Sunday October 27,11am to 5.30pm: Conference, University of 
London Union, Malet Street, London WC1. £6 waged, £3 unwaged, 
£10 solidarity. 

Organised by Defend the Right to Protest: 
www.defendtherighttoprotest.org. 

Living wage summit 

Thursday November 7, 10am to 3.30pm: Conference, town hall, 
South Shields, Tyne and Wear. Speakers include: Rachel Reeves MP, 
shadow work and pensions secretary, and Frances O’Grady, TUC 
general secretary. 

Organised by Trades Union Congress: www.tuc.org.uk. 

Socialist films 

Sunday November 10,11am: Screening, Bolivar Hall, 54 Grafton 
Way, London Wl. Lewis Milestone’s All quiet on the western front 
(USA, 130 minutes). Followed by discussion with Tony Benn and 
Kate Hudson. £10 (concessions £8, members £4). 

Organised by London Socialist Film Co-op: www.socialistfilm. 
blogspot.com. 

Barnet against austerity 

Thursday November 14, 5pm: Conference, Greek Cypriot Centre, 

2 Britannia Road, North Finchley, London N12. Speakers include: 

Kate Hudson (CND), Alex Kenny (NUT), Dr Jacky Davis (Keep Our 
NHS Public), representatives of Lewisham People Before Profit, Save 
Barnet NHS. 

Organised by Barnet Alliance: www.bametalliance.org. 

Refugee justice 

Saturday November 16,10.30am to 4.30pm: Meeting and 
workshops, Star and Shadow Cinema, Stepney Bank, Newcastle NE1. 
Free participation and lunch. Donations welcome! 

Organised by North East Refugee Justice: 
nerefugeejustice@riseup.net. 

Labour Representation Committee 

Saturday November 23,10am to 5pm: Annual conference, Conway 
Hall, 25 Red Lion Square, London WC1. Free creche - please book in 
advance. 

Organised by the Labour Representation Committee: 
www.l-r-c.org.uk/shop/#conference. 

International unity against war 

Saturday November 30,10am to 5pm: Conference, Emmanuel 
Centre, Marsham Street, London SW1. £15 (£10 concessions). 
Organised by Stop the War Coalition: www.stopwar.org.uk. 

CPGB wills 

Remember the CPGB and keep the stmggle going. Put our party’s 
name and address, together with the amount you wish to leave, in your 
will. If you need further help, do not hesitate to contact us. 
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Numbers do not lie 

Peter Manson reports on the October 19 Unite the Resistance event 



Workers, after Jeremy Corbyn failed 
to show, plus a range of less well 
known union left bureaucrats. 

It is true that the SWP did not go 
all out to mobilise its members, as 
it has in recent years, which has led 
some to speculate that the CC may 
have decided to wind down UTR 
and prioritise instead its work in the 
People’s Assemblies. I do not think 
that this is correct, however. Only 
last month the CC described the 
forthcoming UTR event as one of 
“two important stepping stones” to 
“turn the potential [for a fightback] 
into reality” - the other being the TUC 
demonstration at the Tory conference 
on September 29. 

In its ‘Perspectives’ document 
in this year’s first Pre-conference 
Bulletin , the CC declared that UTR 
is “not an alternative to the kind of 
broad anti-austerity campaign that 
the People’s Assemblies is focused 
on. Rather, it is attempting to home 
in on the specific role that the unions 
can play in the resistance.” That 
includes discussing “how we can 
maximise solidarity and coordination 
of disputes”. 

Admittedly, “We cannot yet build 
national rank-and-file organisation - 
something which, however desirable 
in the abstract, has no real basis 
in reality currently.” Therefore, 
“UTR works with those sections of 
the left officials who are heading 
up a fight as part of strengthening 
workplace organisation and rank- 
and-file confidence. But the desire 
for a generalised fightback, and a 
layer of activists who sense a gap 
between the union leaders’ words and 
deeds, means that UTR can play an 
important role in drawing together 
activists inside the working class. 
Such networks can organise real 
solidarity to any fightback that does 
take place.” 8 

None of this sounds to me like an 
attempt to wind down UTR. While the 
SWP is active in the PAs, a ‘united 
front’ it controls is an absolute must 
for the CC. No, I believe the reason 
why the SWP did not pull out all the 
stops to mobilise for the conference 
was that it knew any such attempt 
was doomed to failure and so the CC 
would have looked even more foolish 
than it does already. 

Other symptoms of the SWP’s 
crisis were on display at Bloomsbury. 
For example, it seems only three 
union branch banners could be found 
to hang from the balcony instead of 
the usual score, and none other than 
national secretary Charlie Kimber was 
one of the two SWP photographers 
snapping the speakers. The pretence 
of democracy was dispensed with 
and no new steering committee 
was elected (not that it has ever 
met, as far as I know). And, 
instead of an all-day event, this 
year’s conference began at noon 
and lasted only five hours (minus 
three half-hour breaks). 

Coordination? 

After comrade Hodson had 
concluded his opening 
remarks, it fell to SWP 
member Sean Vernell to 
explain the purpose of the 
event. He told us that 
the meeting was set to 
discuss not only the 
“impact of austerity”, 
but also “how to 
build” the fightback. 
The conference was 
“fantastically well 
timed” - following the 


A round 250-300 mainly Socialist 
Workers Party members 
came along to the Unite the 
Resistance ‘conference’, which was 
rather ambitiously titled ‘Organising 
to Win’. 

This number represented about a 
third of the figure for last year’s event, 
but Socialist Worker did its level best to 
talk down the drop. In fact it excelled 
itself even by its own standards of 
numerical mendacity, in claiming that 
“more than 500 people” attended. 1 For 
its part, the SWP’s internal Party Notes 
went even further, declaring that “Over 
550 reps and activists took part” - a 
mere doubling of the actuality. 2 

So why should my figures be 
correct rather than those of the SWP? 
If you do not believe me, take a look at 
the website of the venue, Bloomsbury 
Central Baptist Church in London. 
This explains that the main hall known 
as ‘the sanctuary’ contains “seating 
on two levels for up to 600 people 
(250 ground floor, 350 gallery)”. 3 
The ground floor was just about full, 
but there were no more than a couple 
of dozen latecomers in the gallery (I 
suspect they could all have been found 
a seat downstairs in fact). 

Knowing that there would be 
a humiliating fall in attendance 
compared to last year, Socialist Worker 
editor Judith Orr had adopted a two¬ 
pronged approach in her attempt to 
disguise it. Not only had she talked 
up the likely numbers this year - there 
would be “hundreds”, she predicted - 
but she had also revised downwards 
the SWP’s figures for last November’s 
event. A year ago the paper had 
reported: “The Unite the Resistance 
conference saw around 1,000 people 
fill London’s huge Emmanuel Centre.” 4 
But now, it seems, comrade Orr has 
suddenly realised that this figure was 
an exaggeration - her October 8 2013 
article referred to the “800-strong 
UTR conference last year”. 5 This very 
nearly coincides with my own estimate 
at the time, which was for around 750. 6 

It is, of course, disappointing that 
the SWP cannot be relied upon to tell 
the truth and that it is necessary to 
continually correct its falsehoods. In 
the SWP universe it as though no-one 
on the left has access to the Weekly 
Worker - the SWP leadership virtually 
instructs its members not to read the 
“sectarian press”. But don’t worry, 
SWP comrades, everyone else 
is reading us too - including 
Charlie and Alex. 


The chair for the first session, Ian 
Hodson of the Bakers, Food and Allied 
Workers Union (not an SWP member), 
might have naively remarked: “This 
is my third Unite the Resistance 
conference and it seems to get bigger 
every time.” But surely very few 
agreed with him as they looked around 
them. All those SWPers - loyalists 
and oppositionists alike - understand 
only too well the central committee’s 
method. It sometimes seems that no 
exaggeration is too great for the CC. 

Take, for instance, its latest 
official membership figures, which 
were issued as I was preparing this 
report: “Our total membership now 
stands at 7,180. This is down 217 
from the number last year, but up 
on 2011 ’s figure of 7,127, the 2010 
figure of 6,587, the 2009 figure of 
6,417 ...” 7 This is so ludicrous that 
I could not help laughing out loud 
when I read it - I am sure I was not 
alone in that reaction. 

Crisis 

But back to the UTR. There is one 
obvious reason why the attendance 
fell so drastically this year: the 
devastating crisis that has rocked the 
SWP, causing hundreds to resign or 
simply drop out in disgust. Following 
the gross mishandling of the 
‘comrade Delta’ case, there has also 
been a campaign to boycott the whole 
organisation as ‘rape apologists’. 
While that is certainly misplaced, 
you cannot deny its effect on the 
SWP periphery and on those who 
might normally have been expected 
to feature on the platform of an event 
like this. 

So, while scores of SWP former 
members and supporters stayed 
away, so too did the usual ‘big name’ 
speakers. The SWP was left with 
only Billy Hayes, general secretary 
of the Union of Communication 


50,000-strong TUC demonstration 
in Manchester, there was last week’s 
“electrifying teachers’ demo”. All 
that means that the movement itself 
is “determined”, but “Do we have the 
leadership?” Instead of “all striking 
on different days”, he concluded, the 
unions should “name the day and all 
come out together”. 

How does Billy Hayes match up 
to the required leadership? Despite 
his usual left noises, he was rather 
vague when it came to any specific 
commitment. On the privatisation of 
Royal Mail, he declared that the CWU 
was “not going to sit around and accept 
it won’t ever be renationalised” and, as 
for a united fightback, he “wouldn’t 
rule out coordination” (my emphasis). 

For his part, Alex Kenny of the 
National Union of Teachers executive 
was pleased that first the teachers, then 
the Fire Brigades Union had come out 
on strike and marched along the same 
route in London on consecutive days 
the previous week. However, when it 
came to coordination, “we are a long 
way away from November 30 [2011]. 
It’s not going to happen for a long 
time.” While the NUT is “talking to 
other unions” and any coordination 
would be “good”, we should not 
get “too fixated on everyone doing 
something on the same day”. Last 
week we won publicity in the media 
and “brought traffic to a halt” on two 
days running, he said - three days 
would be even better! 

This was too much for several 
comrades and a few heckled him 
(rather mildly, it has to be said). In 
reply to one Unison comrade, Kenny 
blurted out: “Get Dave Prentis to bring 
you out and we’ll join you. Don’t tell 
me what to do when you can’t bring 
out Unison!” 

One comrade from the floor said 
that a coordinated, united strike would 
only be the start. Presumably unaware 
that the slogan has long since been 
abandoned by the SWP leadership, she 
said that the aim of coordinated strike 
days should be “All out, stay out”. 

In the workshop I attended following 
the opening plenary, comrade Kimber 
took a break from his photography 
duties and spoke from the floor in 
order to express his disagreement 
with Alex Kenny. We are “not that far 
from another November 30”, he said. 
Referring to the recent victory of Hovis 
workers in Wigan, he noted that the fact 
“someone fought and won” was “an 
inspiration” and showed there could be 
other victories too. 

Surprisingly, this workshop session 
- one of six between the opening and 
closing rallies - was informative 
and useful. Titled ‘Organising the 
unorganised and fighting zero hours’, 
it was addressed by John Fox, Hovis 
worker and chair of the Wigan branch 
of the BFAWU. Although workers at 
the plant had previously been forced to 
accept wage reductions of £80-£100 a 
week, he reported, the attempt to make 
many of them redundant and replace 
them with agency workers was a step 
too far. Comrade Fox acknowledged 
that, as the last strike at the plant 
had been way back in 1979, “we’d 
forgotten what to do”. So the workers 
“went to Unite the Resistance and the 
Labour Party” for advice. 

They had experienced incredible 
solidarity from fellow workers, such 
as drivers who honoured their picket 
line, and local people, including small 
businesses, and the strike committee 
took things very seriously, meeting 
every day. A fantastic and much 
needed victory was recorded, whereby 
agency workers are now employed on 


the same terms and conditions as the 
old hands, and the “as and whens” have 
been made permanent. 

Christina Paine, a University and 
College Union member described the 
increased casualisation at London 
Metropolitan University. Many 
lecturers are employed by the hour, 
which means they have no annual 
leave or sick pay and are not paid 
for preparation or marking - people 
with a PhD are effectively working 
full-time for just £22,000 a year. 
Many of the SWP comrades present 
seemed to be UCU members who told 
similar stories - as did, for instance, 
several local authority workers who 
are either on zero hours or employed 
by a subcontractor. Care workers are 
not paid for travel time, for example. 
Comrade Paine reported the attempt 
to launch a campaign, based at the 
London Met, but uniting all higher 
education workers, whatever their 
union: Zero Tolerance for Zero Hours. 

Afterwards the UCU members 
present were called to a brief caucus - 
presumably it was the only union with 
sufficient members present to make 
such a meeting worthwhile. However, 
while an exchange of experiences is 
always valuable, it is highly pretentious 
to imagine that a small group such as 
UTR is able to help bring about much 
by way of increased coordination. 

In fact that is the problem. The 
crying need is for political organisation 
in a party that is qualitatively and 
quantitatively far superior to the SWP. 
But that is what was missing from the 
day, as it always is in SWP ‘united 
fronts’, where not even the name of 
the sponsoring organisation is ever 
mentioned. So the final speaker at the 
closing plenary, Jane Aitchison, former 
president of the PCS department for 
work and pensions group executive, 
concluded by assuring us that “we 
in this room” have a role to play: we 
should all “join Unite the Resistance if 
you haven’t already done so”. Leaving 
aside the minor difficulty that UTR is 
not a membership organisation, even if 
it was it could hardly fulfil the role of 
the revolutionary Marxist party we lack. 

Comrade Aitchison, by the way, 
who resigned from the Socialist 
Party in England and Wales two 
years ago (over SPEW criticism of 
her orientation inside the PCS - or of 
her decision to send her daughter to a 
private school, depending on which 
version of the story you have heard), 
seems to have picked up the SWP line 
- she was, after all, chosen to close the 
event. She was optimistic that there are 
“lots of coming strikes”, which is why 
“this Unite the Resistance conference 
has been so important”. 

Well, I am sorry to say it was not 
very important at all. A much smaller 
and weaker UTR is, anyway, only one 
of four rival anti-cuts bodies, which, 
in any case are now dwarfed by the 
People’s Assemblies. And the lip 
service paid last year to uniting the 
rivals was not repeated this time • 

peter.manson@weeklyworker.org.uk 

Notes 

1. Socialist Worker October 22. 

2. Party Notes October 21: www.swp.org.uk/ 
party-notes. 

3. http://bloomsbury.org.uk/room_hire/page/ 
church_sanctuary. 

4. Socialist Worker November 20 2012. 

5. Socialist Worker October 8. 

6. See ‘Sectarian and philistine’ Weekly Worker 
November 22 2012. 

7. Pre-conference Bulletin No2, now available at 
the CPGB website: www.cpgb.org.uk/assets/files/ 
resources/SWP%20IB2%20-%200ctober%20 
2013.pdf. We hope to carry a full review of this 
bulletin next week. 

8. Pre-conference Bulletin Nol, September. 
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Battling with a rotten legacy 

Daniel Harvey looks at developments in the political regroupment project centred on the International 
Socialist Network following its weekend conference 



Repeating the same crazy nonsense 


I n the last six months or so there 
has been a slowly developing 
regroupment project underway 
between various Trotskyist splinters. 
Some of the roadblocks in this 
process became clearer at the October 
19-20 ‘politics conference’ of the 
International Socialist Network, which 
split from the Socialist Workers Party 
earlier this year. 

Initially the ISN put out feelers 
towards the Anti-Capitalist Initiative, 
which now appears for the most part 
to be organisationally defunct, and the 
ACI’s December conference looks set 
to confirm its merger with the ISN. The 
somewhat directionless ACI has been 
trailing the ISN, looking for something 
to forestall a collapse, with Simon 
Hardy seeming an increasingly forlorn 
figure trying to carve out a distinctive 
political position for the group. 

Post-Leninism 

What all this has meant in practice 
has been very difficult to discern, 
as both groups seem to have been 
milling about without much political 
clarity emerging. And, the longer 
the waiting has gone on, the more 
doubts have started to creep in about 
their actual viability, given the rival 
positions within them. So far this 
has been represented by both groups 
in wholly positive terms - as a much 
needed space for fresh, new ideas to 
be hammered out before proceeding 
to the next stage. But in practice there 
are some deep cracks appearing in 
the overall ISN-ACI project, with 
competing and incompatible claims 
about the mistakes of the past, and the 
correct approach going forward. 

On the ISN side Richard Seymour 
has been prominent in the discussion so 
far, and has a reasonably sized faction 
forming around him, including China 
Mieville and Tom Walker, which can 
be said to have been exercising some 
kind of passive leadership in the ISN. 
Comrade Seymour’s political approach 
since leaving the SWP can best be 
described as broadly Eurocommunist 
(inspired no doubt by his fondness for 
Nicos Poulantzas). 

For those of us familiar with 
developments in Trotskyism in the 
modem period, the approach is typical. 
John Rees’s theorisation of Respect as 
an electoral “united front of a special 
type” was one case, having a similar 
underpinning to the various Mandelite 
models for ‘broad parties’, in which 
Marxists are supposed to place 
themselves. The various theorisations 
produced tactical differences in 
practice, but all in one way or another 
envisage Marxists playing a more or 
less covert role in steering reformists 
through a ‘transitional process’ to some 
form of socialist consciousness. 

The latest development of this 
‘Euro-Trotskyist’ approach has 
been represented by the Left Party 
Platform in Left Unity, which many 
in the ISN - most vocally the Seymour 
faction - have supported strongly. In 
statements made at an LPP meeting in 
London last week, this was essentially 
theorised as a necessary response to 
the collapse of Labour into “social 
liberalism”, rooted in the “secular 
decline” of social democracy across 
Europe generally. This has been the 
justification offered for two decades 
now, starting at least from the time 
of Tony Blair’s ascension in Labour 
from 1994, but with antecedents 
going back way before this to the 70s. 
The left today is an absolute junkyard 
full of projects like this; rather like 
the stretches of desert in Nevada 


with endless dumped and rusting 
aeroplanes, left formations like the 
Socialist Alliance, Respect and the 
Campaign for a New Workers’ Party 
are all laid out in front of us. 

When the Seymour faction hopes 
that this time things will be different 
the one thing it can hold onto is the 
fact that LU will not be a ‘federalist 
lash-up’, but a membership-based 
organisation without the participation 
of the larger bureaucratic groups to 
screw things up. It does not seem 
to have dawned on them, however, 
that, if social democracy is in secular 
decline, then this can only be part 
of the secular decline of reformism 
as such - a decline rooted in a 
fundamental change in the economic 
base. And even if this was not the 
case, the position his organisation 
is going to have to take within LU 
will be the same as those adopted 
by the SWP and the Socialist Party 
in England and Wales in previous 
incarnations. 

Yet, amongst those in the ISN that 
think Left Unity is going to take off 
where all the others did not, there 
also seems to be a rush to ‘seize 
the moment’ to move into a wider, 
separate revolutionary regroupment. 
Specifically this means joining with 
Socialist Resistance, the British wing 
of the Mandelite Fourth International. 
This is unsurprising, given SR’s 
enthusiasm for ‘broad party’ projects 
(plus the bolting on of bits of feminism 
and environmentalism, as appropriate). 
But it seems SR is a lot more reticent 
about letting in Workers Power, which 
is seen as being too ‘ortho-Trot’ to be 
allowed to unsettle the fragile balance 
favouring the rightwing ISN faction. 

Floundering 

The ISN, however, seems to be 
floundering on some very simple 
points of organisation at the moment 
- leaving aside the wider political 
questions. One major debate, which 
seems to warrant enormous levels 
of argumentation, is whether or 
not the group needs to have a full¬ 


time administrative “paid worker”. 
Perhaps because of the ISN’s history 
as an opposition within the SWP, 
whose large full-timer apparatus is a 
significant vehicle of patronage for the 
central committee, there are concerns 
about employing even one person. 

But in many ways the call for a 
full-timer is also a response to the 
failure of the steering committee to 
offer much in the way of leadership. 
Originally it was elected purely as an 
administrative group, but it obviously 
had to deal with pressing questions 
that were in fact political, such as the 
handling of requests for negotiations 
from other left groups. This quandary 
has left some members of the steering 
committee in a state of bewilderment. 

I gather from what can be read 
from ISN bulletins, and from my 
own conversations with members, 
that the Seymour faction is pushing 
to reverse this situation and create 
a fully political leadership. At the 
same time there is resistance to this, 
deriving, on the one hand, from an 
understandable knee-jerk response to 
the authoritarian culture from which 
the ISN emerged, but, on the other, 
from the apprehension of the left of the 
organisation in view of the particular 
political leadership it is likely to get. 

This problem has also impacted 
on the ambitious publication agenda 
which was voted through at the 
weekend, but with a very weak 
executive to push it. There is to 
be not only the joint ISN-SR-ACI 
publication, The Exchange , but also 
a theoretical journal, Cactus , which 
has had one pilot issue so far, along 
with a paper for work in trade unions, 
as well as another aimed at women. 
However, the proposal of the Seymour 
faction for an editorial committee of 
eight with a political edge was voted 
down by a clear margin, and instead a 
much weaker resolution was passed 
allowing a looser group to be elected 
to discuss “publication strategy”. 

At present there is a strong 
contrast between the relatively high 
level of debate in ISN bulletins, 


which are nominally internal but 
downloadable from the website by 
anyone, and the outward-facing 
publication, The Exchange , which 
could not possibly be blander. It 
contains generic articles you might 
read in Red Pepper - or the Green 
Party publication, Green World , for 
that matter - about the malfeasance of 
the Tories in privatising the NHS, or 
why instituting a minimum income 
might be nice for everyone, and the 
generally awful nature of zero-hour 
contracts. But the debates raging 
internally are about the evolution 
of revolutionary communism, 
Trotskyite regroupment, the legacy 
of Tony Cliff and Leninism in 
general, the ongoing rebellion in the 
SWP, Left Unity, feminism ... 

So it seems the ISN has yet to 
overcome the culture of the dichotomy 
between what goes on inside the 
organisation and what is presented to 
outsiders. The difference is that the 
ISN has rejected the SWP’s farcical 
attempts to keep internal debates 
secret. But there is a sign of a carry¬ 
over from the old model, where the 
external press is supposed to present 
‘the line’, as opposed to contending 
opinions. This means that the factional 
perspective that wins out will control 
its output. 

Left opposition 

In the lead-up to the conference the 
left, spearheaded by Tim Nelson, 
seemed to undergo something of 
a revival. Comrade Nelson found 
two key issues to rally some forces 
around him: the first is the defence 
of a rank-and-file strategy, and the 
second centred on a detailed critique 
of the whole theoretical legacy of the 
SWP, particularly in regard to its role 
in the Socialist Alliance and Respect. 
On these points, as far as I can tell, 
the Seymour faction seems to have 
very little to say - perhaps because 
it in fact represents the logical 
continuation of the bureaucratic 
political approach of the SWP ancien 
regime in both respects. 


Comrade Nelson has written 
a detailed explication of the 
demoralising history of the strategy 
of SPEW and the SWP, which has done 
little to overcome greater and greater 
levels of passivity amongst workers. 
We clearly need a lively, confident 
workers’ movement, which in part 
depends on the existence of a confident 
revolutionary trend within it. In reality 
there is a complete divergence between 
reformist and revolutionary practice 
- the former does not act as some 
transitional ladder to the latter. 

This has a corollary in anti-fascist 
work. There was a clear majority at 
the conference which opposed the 
method of Unite Against Fascism, and 
its apolitical alliance with reformists, 
union bureaucrats and liberals. But 
there does have to be some caution 
here, in that, yes, the bureaucratic 
and politically compromised nature 
of UAF means it can play no serious 
role in defeating the English Defence 
League, but the more militant, 
specifically physical confrontation 
desired by many of UAF’s left critics 
is no answer either. Our strategy 
has to be based on working class 
organisation on the ground, and 
for that you need a political project 
which is not fundamentally wedded 
to an alliance with pro-establishment 
politicians. It is here that the left in 
the ISN needs to come into its own, 
offering a political project which is not 
in any way dependent on the left wing 
of the establishment. 

The left at the conference managed 
to push a merger with Socialist 
Resistance further away, in what can 
be described as the stormiest part of 
the weekend, as far as can be gleaned 
from communications on social media 
(apparently comrade Seymour lost 
his cool when someone made a joke 
at the expense of SR), but a motion 
calling on the ISN to support the LU’s 
Socialist Platform rather than the Left 
Party Platform was overwhelmingly 
defeated. Clearly the left has got a 
long, long way to go in winning 
people over • 
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USA 


An enraged Franl 

The Tea Party seemed to come from nowhere. But nowadays it is turning on its big business patrons and threat* 



A fundamental question has 
run throughout our coverage 
of the Tea Party over the 
last four years: is it an Igor-like 
servant of the big bourgeoisie, 
deformed but dutiful? Or is it rather 
a Frankenstein’s monster - a petty 
bourgeois rabble that has escaped 
the control of a ruling class that 
nurtured and encouraged it? The 
recent government shutdown and 
debt-ceiling crisis have now 
supplied a definitive answer: a 
Frankenstein’s monster. 

Having forced president Barack 
Obama to accept severe federal budget cuts 
(sequestration) in 2011 in exchange for 
their agreement to raise the debt ceiling, 1 
the Republican right aimed for a repeat 
performance. This time they hoped to delay 
implementation of the Affordable Care Act 
(or AC A, Obama’s new medical care law, 
commonly referred to as Obamacare), the 
main provisions of which took effect at the 
beginning of October, as a price for their 
cooperation in adopting a federal budget 
and raising the government debt ceiling. 
Their real aim was to kill the law. 

Although the substantial government 
subsidies to the poor, workers and 
middle class that Obamacare provides 
will ultimately go into the pockets of 
the medical industry, the legislation has 
become an emblem of the things the Tea 
Party and their ilk despise more than 
mortal sin: of government subventions 
for the idle and undeserving poor, taken 
out of their hard-earned tax dollars, and 
of Obama himself. For them, a black 
president backed by a growing non¬ 
white majority represents the return of 
a social welfare agenda they thought 
they had buried forever in the 80s and 
90s, and a deadly threat to the lily-white, 
small-town and suburban 1950s America 
of their sanitised imagination. 

They feared that healthcare subsidies, 
once in place, would be too popular to 
reverse. They therefore took aim at what 
the president considered his signature 
political achievement, and began 
scheming shortly after the beginning 
of his second term to use their majority 
in the House of Representatives to hold 
the budget and the debt ceiling hostage 
against the sabotage of Obamacare. 

At the beginning of the new fiscal year 
each October 1, Congress must approve 
a new budget to keep the government 
running; by October 17 it had also to 
assent to an increase in the debt limit 
in order to borrow more money, in the 
form of government bonds, to make up 
the difference between revenues and 
expenditures in the previous year. The 
Republicans vowed to withhold approval 
for both these items unless the White 
House and the Democrats agreed to delay 
the implementation of the AC A for a year. 

Government shutdowns have not 
been unheard of in the past: one took 
place in 1978 and another in 1995-96. 
But threats regarding the debt ceiling, 
a much more serious matter, while they 
had been the subject of some haggling 
before, had never been used as a major 
bargaining chip until 2011. 

Republican thrust 

The Republican right seemed 
oblivious to the fact that the political 
climate had shifted since it took the 
House from the Democrats in the 2010 
mid-term elections. In the interim, 
George Romney had picked up the 
banner of his party’s right wing, only 
to carry it to defeat in 2012. 

Moreover, Obama was politician 
enough to realise that any further surrender 
to the Republicans would embolden them to 
press for further concessions each time the 
budget and debt ceiling came up for a vote. 
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(enstein monster 


ning the interests of capitalism itself, writes Jim Creegan 


He therefore served notice well before the 
deadlines arrived that he had no intention 
of negotiating over the AC A or any other 
major Republican demand presented in the 
course of this legislative process. 

The Republicans were initially 
adamant. They were encouraged by a 
2012 supreme court decision, in which 
the highest judicial body’s Republican- 
appointed majority allowed states to opt out 
of the law’s Medicaid extension provision 
on an individual basis. This provision made 
Medicaid (health insurance for the indigent, 
enacted in the 60s) newly available to those 
earning up to 130% above the poverty line; 
the federal government would cover 100% 
of the cost of the extension (Medicaid is 
disbursed by state governments) through 
subsidies to the states during the first year 
and 90% thereafter. 

But 26 states, including all deep 
southern states but one, refused the subsidy, 
thus leaving eight million people - 68% of 
uninsured blacks and single mothers, and 
about 60% of the working poor - without 
cover. With those who needed Obamacare 
mostly now excluded, a freshman Texas 
senator, Ted Cruz, took to the floor of the 
upper chamber in late September to deliver 
a 21-hour harangue against the new law. 
The son of an anti-Castro Cuban refugee 
and graduate of Harvard law school, 
Cruz has become the new face of the 
congressional Tea Party. He obviously 
intends to mn for president in 2016. 

As the October 1 deadline approached, 
a stand-off ensued between the Democrat- 
controlled Senate and the Republican- 
dominated House. Several times the 
House adopted a proposed budget 
defunding the ACA. On each occasion 
the Senate rejected the House budget and 
put forward its own proposal restoring the 
funds, which was in turn rejected by the 
House. There were enough ‘moderate’ 
Republicans in the House willing to join 
the Democratic minority to pass a ‘clean 
CR’: ie, a ‘continuing resolution’ (budget 
proposal) stripped of the Obamacare 
defunding provision. 

But the Republican speaker of the 
House, John Boehner, used his power 
under newly adopted mles to prevent such 
a measure from coming to a vote. More 
corporate than the Tea Party, Boehner 
nevertheless feared that defying the right 
might cost him his speakership. For their 
part, the Republican moderates could 
have forced such a vote by means of a 
procedural motion, but were afraid to go 
against Boehner. 

So the back-and-forth between 
the House and Senate continued up 
till the deadline, at which point the 
threatened shutdown came to pass, 
lasting for 16 days. 

In the event, it was somewhat less 
drastic than feared. Key government 
services - veterans’ affairs, air traffic 
control, social security and the national 
postal service - remained up and running. 
The pre-school programme for children, 
Head Start, was suspended, as were 
federally funded experimental medical 
treatments. By far the most visible 
casualty was the country’s national 
parks and monuments - all of which were 
forced to close. One such site, a World 
War II veterans’ memorial in Washington 
DC, became the scene of a low political 
farce, as House Republicans, including 
the head of the Tea Party caucus, 
Michele Bachmann, gathered there to 
taunt guards keeping a group of aged 
veterans out, and trying desperately to 
shift the blame for the shutdown onto 
Obama for refusing to negotiate with the 
Republicans over the ACA. 

Perhaps the greatest damage came as 
a result of 80,000 government workers 
being furloughed indefinitely, and another 
13 million being required to report to 


work without definite pay dates. This put 
a big dent in the economy of the entire 
urban conurbation of Washington, which 
revolves around the federal government. 
The withdrawal of government services 
is estimated to have cost the GDP about 
$3.2 billion, with even more damage 
done as a result of the loss of government 
contracts to private businesses and a 
drop in consumer confidence. About a 
quarter point was shaved off the national 
economic growth rate. 

The threats not to raise the debt 
ceiling were a far more weighty 
matter. Failure to pay the interest on US 
government loans would have depleted 
the reserves of banks throughout the 
world, which depend directly or 
indirectly upon these interest payments 
to meet their own obligations. It would 
also have meant a sharp rise in interest 
rates, as lenders, uncertain about US’s 
ability to honour its obligations, would 
begin charging more for borrowing. 
This rise would in turn have sent the 
stock market sharply down, and caused 
a fall-off in business activity and hiring 
in an already depressed economy. 

A return to 2008 conditions or 
worse in this country would have had 
strong ripple effects throughout the 
world economy as a whole. 

Surrender 

The nation’s top financial and corporate 
echelons were therefore unanimously 
opposed to toying with the notion of 
government default. They were not, 
however, as panicked as they were when 
the Tea Partiers first deployed this tactic in 
2011. Fitch’s bond rating agency put the 
treasury’s AAA securities rating ‘under 
watch’, and there was some churning 
in the markets, but nothing close to the 
700 point drop of two years earlier. The 
oligarchs seemed confident that the 
Republican leadership would step in to 
prevent a meltdown. 

Their confidence was not misplaced. 
With Obama standing firm in his refusal 
to negotiate, it gradually dawned on 
rightwing House Republicans that 
their efforts were going nowhere. The 
greater public, becoming increasingly 
exasperated with Congress as a whole, 
and with both parties, clearly placed 
the major blame on the Republicans, 
who received approval ratings in the 
low 20s - the worst score for either 
party in the history of modem polling. 

The Republicans first withdrew their 
demand that Obamacare be delayed in 
favour of lesser proposals - a repeal of a tax 
on medical devices enacted to help fund 
the ACA, a denial of health insurance to 
members of Congress and their staffs - in 
order to have something to show for their 
pains. When these face-savers were also 
rejected, the Republican leadership in the 
Senate, in the person of minority leader 
Mitch McConnell, weighed in with their 
counterparts in the House to convince them 
that surrender was the only option. 

The Senate then drew up a bill that 
would fund the government until January 
31, and raise the debt ceiling until 
February 7. The bill passed both houses 
of Congress with unanimous Democratic 
support and the votes of many ‘moderate’ 
Republicans. The only sop offered to the 
Republicans was a provision to tighten 
income verification procedures for those 
applying for subsidies under Obamacare. 
Thus ended the funding crisis - at least 
until the first months of 2014. 

The outcome of the impasse was 
universally regarded as a victory 
for Obama and a total defeat for the 
Republicans. The left-liberal wing of the 
Democratic Party, recently disaffected 
by presidential threats against Syria, is 
for the moment united behind its leader 


as a result of his unyielding stance in the 
face of Republican blackmail. The ‘Grand 
Old Party’, on the other hand, is now more 
divided than ever before. The tensions that 
had been simmering over the past several 
years between its establishment and Tea 
Party wings - heightened in the wake of 
Romney’s defeat - have broken out into 
what the inventor of right wing direct mail 
campaigns, Richard Viguerie, has called 
a “civil war”. 

During the crisis leading establishment 
Republicans - senator John McCain 
of Arizona and representative Peter 
King of New York - publicly lambasted 
the obstructionism of their colleagues 
as irresponsible. Prominent party 
spokespersons began complaining that the 
stand-off diverted public attention from 
their main chance to discredit Obamacare: 
the disastrous rollout of the programme on 
October 1, when government computers 
were swamped by the volume of subsidy 
applications, and could not, due to 
woefully inadequate technical preparation, 
register more than a fraction of applicants. 
Big-money party backers, like the US 
Chamber of Commerce and Carl Rove’s 
Crossroads foundation are pledging to 
take a more active role in Republican 
primary contests next year, throwing their 
support behind GOP incumbents who 
backed the final resolution to the funding 
stand-off (18 senators and 144 Republican 
congresspersons did not). 

These groups clearly speak with the 
voice of the big business wing of the 
party, which draws its strength from 
giant financial houses and corporations 
with a high national profile and a strong 
international presence. These forces favour 
cutbacks in government social spending, 
and many are less than enthusiastic 
about Obamacare. But they consider an 
international financial collapse, or even 
the threat of one, as too high a price to 
pay for promoting the austerity agenda. 
They are also keenly aware of the threat 
that chronic dysfunction at the highest 
level of government poses to America’s 
role as the world’s top banker and political 
and military power. 

They are increasingly uncomfortable 
with Tea Party views on ‘social issues’ 
such as same-sex marriage and abortion. 
They think these positions stand in 
the way of potential general election 
victories. Particularly irksome to them 
is TP opposition to immigration reform 
(except those ‘reforms’ that make 
immigration more difficult). They see the 
country’s mainly Hispanic immigrants 
as a valuable cheap labour source, as 
well as a potential pool of votes for a 
Republican Party that is fast becoming 
isolated in a white man’s bunker. 

Just as the US armed the Afghan 
mujahedin to fight the Soviet invasion, 
only to have the Islamists turn around and 
bite them two decades later, so the favoured 
party of big business, which fostered white 
middle class resentments since the 60s to 
create a social base for its attacks on the 
‘welfare state’, now finds itself threatened 
by its own domestic spawn. 

This writer has devoted much space in 
the past to the sociology and psychology of 
the Tea Party. What should be emphasised 
here is its basis in local business and 
politics in a sprawling country, where 
political power is widely dispersed. The TP 
core, like that of the larger party, consists 
of business people and professionals. But 
the most influential amongst them run 
successful small-to-medium enterprises 
with local or, at most, regional weight. 
Some of them are millionaires, but few 
are billionaires. A few big-business owners 
and foundations still provide substantial 
financial support to the Tea Party (although 
its most notorious backers, the Koch 
brothers, stopped short of endorsing its 


obstructionist tactics this time round). 

Concentrated in the non-coastal, 
least cosmopolitan areas of the country, 
particularly but not exclusively in 
the south, their loudly proclaimed 
Americanism does not include elaborate 
lucubration concerning their country’s 
role in world politics or finance. They are 
abysmally and militantly ignorant. With 
the ‘communist menace’ gone, they see 
little point in foreign interventions. Their 
‘patriotism’ is an affirmation of their 
predilections and prejudices; their aversion 
to ‘big government’ an ideological fig leaf 
for their desire to avoid annoying federal 
regulations on businesses and to keep their 
tax bills to a minimum, as well as their 
desire not to do anything to benefit the 
barbarians at the gate - one of whom now 
occupies the White House. 

Just as many of them deny evolution 
and climate change, one of their spokesmen 
publicly scoffed at the notion that debt 
default would result in mayhem. A Florida 
congressman named Ted Yoho spoke for 
many when he opined: “I think, personally, 
it [default] would bring stability to world 
markets.” He reasoned that markets would 
be buoyed by the knowledge that the US 
had moved decisively to curb its debt. 

As the base of the Tea Party is in local 
business, so its greatest strength is in 
local politics. Many of its congressional 
spokespersons were so intransigent 
because they are unafraid of being 
turned out of office. They represent safe 
congressional districts, many created or 
revised as a result of voter suppression 
and gerrymandering by Republican- 
controlled state legislatures. A good 
number of Republican members of the 
House of Representatives not associated 
with the Tea Party hesitated to defy its 
60-some member caucus during the crisis 
for fear of being ‘primaried’ in the 2014 
mid-term elections, when all of them must 
face the voters. Incumbents who would 
have been considered on the right wing 
of their party only 10 years ago are now 
being challenged in the primaries, often 
successfully, by candidates who paint them 
as liberal milksops. Those who voted for 
the bill that ended the crisis are particularly 
vulnerable. Extreme-right candidates 
outside the south have a harder time in 
general elections than in primaries, which 
is indeed another worry of Republicans 
now trying to curtail Tea Party influence. 

The struggle within the party will 
erupt onto the national stage with the 
approach of the 2016 presidential 
elections. A battle for the nomination 
could easily take place between the 
Tea Party’s newest champion, senator 
Ted Cruz, and Chris Christie, New 
Jersey’s bloated, budget-slashing, 
union-bashing, corporation-pandering 
governor, now being touted by 
establishment Republicans as a 
‘pragmatist’ and a ‘moderate’. 

The most immediate political question 
is whether the Tea Party, given its past 
indifference to political winds, will deploy 
the same tactics that led to its defeat in 
2013 when the budget and debt ceiling 
come once again before Congress in 
January and February. This question 
could cause dissention within TP ranks. 
A more general question concerns the 
longer-term prospects of the Grand Old 
Party’s ultra-reactionary insurgents and 
their effect on the party as a whole. Media 
pundits are entertaining the possibility 
that the party could go the way of the 
pre-civil war Whigs: ie, become extinct. 

For the moment, however, secession 
is unlikely. The main struggle will be 
between the two factions for the control 
of the existing party. It is indeed tempting 
to think that GOP bigwigs have the Tea 
Party outgunned; that with the power 
of big money mobilised to defeat 


it, with the appeal of untrammelled 
individualism wearing off amid lingering 
economic distress, and with the country’s 
demographic trends running against it, 
the Tea Party will ultimately be brought 
to heel. Such a conclusion would be 
premature, however. Economic distress 
and imperial decline have been known to 
produce strange reversals. 

Another symptom 

And it is to the diagnosis of decline 
that the funding crisis supplies yet 
another symptom. For some time now, 
the US has been the beneficiary of the 
so-called virtuous circle, whereby its 
massive balance of payments deficit is 
compensated for by the return of foreign 
surplus dollars, especially from China, 
by foreign loans in the form of treasury 
bill purchases. Foreign investors have 
calculated up to now that, however high 
its indebtedness may be, the US is still the 
safest place to put their money. 

But how long can such a reputation 
for stability survive in the face of repeated 
threats of default? The first Republican 
move against the debt ceiling (2011) caused 
overseas investors to look slightly askance; 
the second (2013) has now prompted the 
Chinese government to express serious 
concern about the dependability of US 
interest payments on its debt and to call for 
the ‘de-Americanisation’ of the world. A 
third non-payment threat in 2014 may just 
turn out to be a charm. The US economy 
is still too dominant to lose its status as 
an investment haven overnight. But how 
many 1 lth-hour panics will it take before 
T-bill purchasers start to diversify their 
foreign-holdings portfolios in a more 
serious way than they already have? 

The 2013 imbroglio has also put a 
crimp in the Obama administration’s 
most important foreign-policy initiative: 
the ‘pivot towards Asia’: ie, the effort 
to counter growing Chinese power in 
the region by consolidating a pro-US 
military and economic alliance. Asian 
governments did not fail to appreciate the 
significance of the fact that Obama was 
forced by his Washington travails to cancel 
a trip to the region designed to promote 
the Trans-Pacific Partnership trade pact, 
intended to include a 12-member group, 
Japan and South Korea among them, 
which pointedly excludes China. Obama’s 
absence from the Asia-Pacific Economic 
Cooperation meeting in Bali, Indonesia, 
left China’s president, Xi Jinping, able to 
dominate the proceedings in order to push 
his own government’s trade initiative: the 
Comprehensive Economic Partnership, 
which excludes the United States. 

The New York Times commented: 

Coming after Mr Obama’s U-turn 
on intervention in Syria amid signs of 
a new American insularity, the revolt 
in the House of Representatives over 
healthcare left many Asians puzzling 
over America’s messy democracy and 
wondering if the United States would 
be able - or willing - to stand up to 
China in a confrontation. 

That wariness ... is giving China 
a new edge in the tug of war with 
the United States over influence 
in Asia, with the gravitational pull 
of China’s economy increasingly 
difficult to resist. 2 

The effect of the disturbance it has 
caused at the summits of American 
power has global effects and long¬ 
term consequences undreamt of in Tea 
Party philosophy • 

Notes 

1. See ‘Washington paralysis: a geriatric disorder’ 
Weekly Worker August 11 2011. 

2. The New York Times October 5. 
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ITALY 


M5S racism exposed 

Confused left populism should not blind us to the natsure of Beppe Grillo’s party, writes Toby Abse 



Beppe Grillo: anti-migrant 

T he last fortnight has brought the 
question of immigration across 
the Mediterranean to the forefront 
of Italian, and arguably European, 
politics, as hundreds of desperate 
migrants have drowned before their 
rickety boats reached the shores of the 
island of Lampedusa. It is estimated 
that at least 390 died in the first two 
weeks of October. 1 

This death toll is, of course, the 
inevitable consequence of the repressive 
and restrictive legislation passed by the 
last Berlusconi government in July 
2009 and universally referred to not by 
its official title, but as the Bossi-Fini 
law after its principal authors. 2 And the 
latest shipwrecks were by no means 
unique - dozens of other boats have sunk 
crossing the Mediterranean from the 
coast of north Africa to Sicily or Malta 
and many thousands have drowned or 
died of disease, hunger or thirst on such 
vessels over the last two decades. 

While on October 12 Italian prime 
minister Enrico Letta finally instructed 


the Italian navy to take an active role 
in saving any migrants in danger of 
drowning, the Italian state’s previous 
record is not a good one; in the majority 
of cases it was a matter of failing to 
assist those in danger, but there have 
been occasions when the official desire 
to prevent boats carrying migrants 
from landing on Italian soil has led to 
actions that have actually increased the 
death toll. Nor should it be forgotten 
that the bizarre friendship between 
former Libyan leader Muammar 
Gaddafi and Berlusconi was in large 
part founded on an agreement between 
Italy and Libya to stop the movement 
of migrants across the Mediterranean, 
which often entailed the use of more 
overtly murderous tactics on the north 
African shore. 3 

Some might see an element of 
hypocrisy in the sudden willingness 
of large sections of the Italian 
establishment to show some concern 
for the wretched of the earth - those 
fleeing from the vicious civil war in 


Syria, harsh conscription in Eritrea 4 
or the dire poverty so prevalent 
elsewhere south of the Sahara. After 
all, governments dependent on the 
goodwill of Brussels, Frankfurt and 
Berlin are unlikely to challenge the 
whole concept of Fortress Europe, 
without which such harsh measures 
as the Bossi-Fini law would have 
met with far more international 
opprobrium. Nonetheless the reality 
of the shift must be acknowledged. 

In the Italian context, the 
vigorous response of pope Francis 
was crucial. This Argentinian son 
of Italian migrants showed far more 
concern for the refugees arriving at 
Lampedusa than his Polish or German 
predecessors had ever been able to 
muster; his very first voyage as pope 
in July was to Lampedusa. His reaction 
to the shipwreck on October 3 was 
immediate: “It is a disgrace.” He was 
as ready to see it in a wider context 
of the general crisis of the world 
economy as any Marxist: “Speaking of 


peace, speaking of the inhuman world 
economic crisis, it is a great symptom 
of the lack of respect for man., I 
cannot but recall with great sadness 
the numerous victims of the umpteenth 
tragic shipwreck that occurred today 
near Lampedusa.” 

Rebellion 

As a result the Italian government - 
led by a man who started his political 
career as a Christian Democrat and 
is therefore particularly susceptible 
to papal influence - had little choice 
but to call for a day of national 
mourning on October 4. 5 On October 
8 Stefano Rodota, the maverick Partito 
Democratico (PD) constitutional 
expert and defender of civil liberties, 
who had been the Movimento Cinque 
Stelle (Five Star Movement- M5S ) 
candidate for the presidency of the 
republic in April, wrote an article 
calling for the immediate abrogation 
of the Bossi-Fini law. 6 

On October 9, two M5S senators, 


Maurizio Buccarella and Andrea 
Cioffi, used their position on the Senate 
Justice Commission to act on Rodota’s 
heartfelt plea. 7 They successfully 
moved an amendment in the committee 
to repeal article 10b of the Bossi-Fini 
law. The repeal, if passed into law by 
parliament as a whole, would turn 
the criminal offence of ‘clandestine 
immigration’ into an administrative 
offence under civil law. The M5S 
senators inserted their amendment 
into a draft law about punishments 
alternative to imprisonment for other 
unrelated offences - an ingenious 
manoeuvre that took their colleagues 
by surprise. 

The amendment was supported 
by the centre-left PD, the soft-left 
Sinistra Ecologia e Liberta (SEL), 
the centrists of Mario Monti’s Scelta 
Civica and even the centre-right GAL, 
which had been part of Berlusconi’s 
electoral coalition in February. Only 
Berlusconi’s own Popolo della Liberta 
(PdL) and the racist-regionalist Lega 
Nord voted against the change in 
the law. The PdL response is best 
exemplified by the comment of 
Maurizio Gasparri, a Berlusconi 
loyalist with a notorious past as a 
prominent and longstanding member 
of first the neo-fascist Movimento 
Sociale Italiano and then the ‘post¬ 
fascist’ Alleanza Nazionale: “To use 
the immense tragedy of Lampedusa for 
demagogic and hurried interventions 
on the Italian law is a massive error.” 

The day after the M5S senators 
put themselves in the vanguard of 
parliamentary anti-racism, taking the 
initiative out of the hands of the PD 
and SEL, they found themselves the 
object of a thunderous denunciation 
by Beppe Grillo and Gianroberto 
Casaleggio (the co-founder of the 
M5S, who taught Grillo everything 
he knows about the internet), on 
Grillo’s official blog. The duo angrily 
explained: “The M5S was not born to 
create Dr Strangeloves in parliament 
without control.” They continued: “If 
we had proposed the measure during 
the general election campaign, the M5S 
would have obtained the percentages 
of a telephone prefix”, inferring that 
almost all of their voters were not 
only racist, but saw immigration as 
the primary issue, which is hardly 
credible, even if a sizeable chunk of 
the M5S’s northern electorate may 
have been drawn from disillusioned 
supporters of the Lega Nord, known 
as Leghisti . 8 

They followed this up with an 
appalling piece of rightwing populism: 
“... substituting themselves for public 
opinion, for the popular will, is the 
common practice of the parties that 
want to ‘educate’ the citizens, but it 
is not ours.” They elaborated on this 
by saying changing the law would be 
“an invitation to migrants from Africa 
and the Middle East to set sail for Italy 
... How many illegals are we able to 
receive if one Italian in eight does not 
have money to eat?” 9 

In conclusion they referred to a 
more general procedural issue: “The 
amendment had not been discussed 
in an assembly with other M5S 
senators and did not form part of our 
programme.” 10 It is worth pointing 
out that M5S parliamentarians have 
already put forward proposals in 
favour of extending gay rights and 
decriminalising soft drugs, neither of 
which is referred to in the 20-point 
election programme of the M5S used 
in February, so the parliamentary 
group is not only being reprimanded 
for its anti-racist initiative in calling 
for the repeal of the key clause of the 
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Bossi-Fini law, but is even being told 
that they have no right to put forward 
any policy initiative whatsoever. 

Subsequently Grillo and Casaleggio 
reacted with their habitual arrogance 
and intolerance towards any criticism 
of their racist blog posting. In particular 
Grillo attacked II Fatto Quotidiano , 
the daily paper closest to the M5S - 
since the virtual collapse of its original 
political reference point, Italia dei 
Valori - because of an editorial written 
by its deputy editor and star journalist, 
Marco Travaglio, which attacked Grillo 
and Casaleggio over their attitude to 
immigration, complaining that “the two 
leaders of the Five Stars have lost an 
opportunity to keep quiet”. Grillo and 
Casaleggio argue that it is necessary to 
consult the internet on all controversial 
questions. As Casaleggio put it, “If the 


method is not respected, we become 
a party like the others. Without the 
internet, it is finished. And direct 
democracy vanishes.” 11 

It has been notable in recent 
months that, whenever the majority of 
internet opinion has criticised the M5S 
leaders, in particular in relation to their 
intransigence towards the PD, Grillo 
and Casaleggio have just ignored it and 
blamed any dissent on trolls in the pay 
of the PD. In reality, of course, Grillo is 
not just responding to either an internet 
consensus or even opinion poll findings 
on Italian attitudes to immigration. 
Grillo is a dyed-in-the-wool racist as 
is evident from a May 2011 statement, 
preceding his entry into national 
electoral politics. He was quoted in 
the centre-right daily Corriere della 
Sera on October 11 2013 as saying: 



F ormer prime minister Silvio 
Berlusconi was banned from 
holding public office for two 
years on October 18. However, it 
cannot be ruled out that he might 
make another attempt within the 
next few months to precipitate 
a general election before the 
ban comes into effect. Although 
the ruling was confirmed by the 
Milanese court of appeal, he still 
has the right to take that appeal 
to the Cassazione (supreme 
court), which he might exercise 
purely in order to postpone the 
implementation of the penalty. 

On August 1 the Cassazione 
had ruled that the Milanese 
appeal court’s original five-year 
ban was excessive, since the 
nominal prison sentence was 
only four years, and sent the 
question back to the lower court, 
with a recommendation of a ban 
of between one and three years. 
Obviously then, the Cassazione 
would regard a two-year ban, 
which falls right in the middle 
of its recommended range, as 
appropriate, and so from a strictly 
legal point of view a further 
appeal would be pointless. 

The Senate committee 
on elections has already 
recommended Berlusconi’s 
expulsion from the Senate under 
the Severino anti-corruption law, 
which imposes a longer ban of 
six years on anybody convicted 
of a criminal offence that carries 
a hypothetical penalty of more 
than two years’ imprisonment. 

So far, however, the Senate itself 
has not voted on his expulsion 
and Berlusconi is seeking to 


on 

delay this as long as possible. He 
is also demanding a secret vote 
on the question, which he hopes 
would increase the chance of 
senators outside the PdL voting 
to save him. They might do this 
either because of an acceptance 
of bribes from the fraudster or, in 
the case of M5S, as a means of 
discrediting the PD. Some claim 
that the M5S would mislead 
voters into believing that the PD 
had repeated the same behaviour 
that in April saw 101 PD grand 
electors fail to vote for Romano 
Prodi in the presidential contest. 

Berlusconi’s decision to opt to 
carry out community service rather 
than accept house arrest, whilst 
amounting to a tacit admission of 
the guilt he always denies, also has 
the effect of further delaying any 
penalty being imposed on him. 
House arrest as the default penalty 
would have started on October 
15 if he had not opted for the 
alternative. The court now has to 
decide whether to accept or reject 
the community service option, but 
a backlog of other cases, involving 
petty criminals of no celebrity, 
means that Berlusconi will have to 
wait months for the judges to come 
to any conclusion on whether 
ultimately to allow him the relative 
freedom of community service 
or enforce the harsher conditions 
imposed by house arrest. 

Regular readers will note 
that endless delays on any 
pretext have been fundamental 
to the approach taken by 
Berlusconi and his lawyers to 
any criminal proceedings in 
which he has been involved • 



“An illegal immigrant is forever ... To 
receive somebody in your home, you 
must dispose of the resources to do it. 
To give him dignified work, to give 
him a bed, to organise his integration. 
Otherwise you must ask yourself if 
you are playing with dynamite and 
the future of your nation.” We must 
add that Grillo’s more recent refusal 
to countenance the idea of allowing 
the children of immigrants brought up 
in Italy to take up Italian citizenship 
demonstrates that he does not believe 
in integration anyway. 

So far the M5S parliamentarians 
have not backed down. This rebellion 
is far more widespread than any 
of the previous ones against Grillo 
or Casaleggio by M5S senators or 
deputies - it involves some figures 
previously considered to be very 
‘orthodox’ by those M5S senators 
which the mainstream media have 
seen as potential rebels. Although a 
handful of M5S parliamentarians have 
been expelled or resigned as a result 
of previous conflicts with Grillo over 
the last seven months, up until now 
Grillo and Casaleggio have been able 
to maintain party discipline, despite 
continual rumours about large groups 
of dissidents plotting a collective 
rebellion. That might have come to 
a head, had Berlusconi brought the 
grand coalition down in early October 
and Letta, or some other PD leader, 
attempted to form an alternative 
parliamentary majority based on the 
PD and SEL on the basis of intransigent 
opposition to Berlusconi. 

Grillo and Casaleggio have 
announced that they will have a 
face-to-face meeting with the M5S 
parliamentarians in Rome within 
the next week. This may prove to 
be a turning point in the evolution 
of the M5S, which is currently 
torn between the rightist and racist 
populism of its founding duo and 
the confused left populism of some 
of its parliamentarians • 

Notes 

1. By October 16, 364 bodies had been recovered 
from the October 3 shipwreck - see The Guardian 
October 16. 

2. This should serve as a powerful reminder that 
despite his belated and electorally unsuccessful 
shift to the centre after his dramatic falling out 
with Berlusconi, the former fascist, Gianfranco 
Fini, is rather less sincerely repentant than many 
indulgent mainstream commentators are prepared 
to admit. 

3. This does not imply that ill-treatment of black 
Africans in Libya ended with the dictator’s 
fall; in all probability his successors’ behaviour 
may be worse - racist pogroms against black 
Africans were a very marked feature of the rebels’ 
behaviour during the civil war that precipitated the 
dictator’s demise. 

4. While the disaster on October 3 involved Eri¬ 
treans, the second shipwreck on October 11 was 
of a vessel whose passengers were mostly Syrians. 
According to the United Nations High Commis¬ 
sioner for Refugees, the third biggest country of 
provenance is Somalia, another state gripped by 
civil war. Between them these nations account for 
more than 18,000 arrivals in Italy this year. 

5. Letta failed to honour his initial promise that 
the Italian government would hold a state funeral 
in Lampedusa itself for the hundreds of Eritreans 
who died off the coast, replacing it with a memo¬ 
rial ceremony in Sicily in the presence of govern¬ 
ment representatives but none of the dead. This 
angered Giusi Nicolini, the mayor of Lampedusa. 
She said: “I am extremely saddened that this 
commemoration, even though it is belated and 
for bodies which have already been buried, is not 
being held in Lampedusa. My community does 
not deserve to not be involved and to be made to 
fit in with a decision already taken. I have said it 
before: if they had told us they would be taking 
away the coffins, we would have arranged for 
these people to have, if not state funerals, at least 
national funerals.” See The Guardian October 18. 

6. La Repubblica October 8. 

7. It is worth pointing out that Buccarella had 
been involved with the Girotondini - a leftish 
anti-Berlusconi protest movement largely made up 
of students and intellectuals such as Pancho Pardi 
and Paul Ginsborg - about a decade earlier. 

8. It was no surprise that Bossi’s interview, 
conducted in the aftermath of Grillo’s blog post 
and published in La Repubblica (October 11), 
acknowledged common ground with Grillo 
over immigration. Lega Nord parliamentarians 
disrupted a debate the day after the vote to repeal 
the Bossi-Fini law by waving placards with racist 
slogans against immigrants. 

9. This sentence is taken from Lizzy Davies’s 
translation in The Guardian (October 10). 

10. My translations from a report in La Repub¬ 
blica October 11. 

11. Casaleggio quotations taken from La Repub¬ 
blica October 13. 
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EUROPE 


Oppose nationalism across the board 

Use the May 2014 Euro elections to fight for socialism and internationalism, argues James Marshall of 
Labour Party Marxists 



National isolation is an anathema for socialists 


O pposition to the European 
Union continues to embarrass, 
vex and divide rightwing 
bourgeois politicians. 

The current situation is easy to sum¬ 
marise. Under severe pressure from 
the UK Independence Party, David 
Cameron has committed the Tories 
to an in-out referendum following the 
next general election in 2015. If re¬ 
turned to No 10 he solemnly pledges 
to negotiate a root-and-branch reform 
of Britain’s relationship with Brussels. 
Smelling blood, Nigel Farage wants to 
turn the May 2014 European election 
into a referendum against Bulgarian 
and Romanian migrants and continued 
EU membership. And, worryingly, an 
Open Europe poll puts Ukip on 27% 
- significantly ahead of Labour (23%) 
and the Tories (21%). 1 Meanwhile, the 
swelling anti-EU mood gives rise to 
further rifts within Conservative ranks. 
Eg, Adam Afriyie - tipped by some as 
a future Tory leader - has been agitat¬ 
ing for a referendum this side of the 
general election. 2 

Disgracefully, not a few in the 
labour movement have aligned 
themselves with the xenophobic 
right. Among the Labour MPs who 
signed up to the People’s Pledge 
- a cross-party (now semi-defunct) 
campaign calling for an EU referen¬ 
dum - are Ronnie Campbell, Rosie 
Cooper, David Crausby, Jon Cruddas, 
John Cryer, Natascha Engel, Jim 
Fitzpatrick, Roger Godsiff, Tom 
Harris, Kate Hoey, Lindsay Hoyle, 
Kelvin Hopkins, George Howarth, 
Iain McKenzie, Austin Mitchell, 
Graham Stringer, Gerry Sutcliffe, 
Derek Twigg and Keith Vaz. The 
RMT was the first union to give of¬ 
ficial backing. Brian Denny of the 
Morning Star's Communist Party of 
Britain sits on its national council, 
as does Mark Seddon, former editor 
of Tribune. Other council members 
include Tory MPs Zac Goldsmith 
and Douglas Carswell, Nigel Dodds 
(Democratic Unionist Party deputy 
leader), Marta Andreasen (Ukip MEP 
till February 2013, when she defected 
to the Tories), Jenny Jones (Green 
Party) and Jim Sillars (SNP deputy 
leader 1990-92). Bob Crow, Boris 
Johnson, Caroline Lucas and Bill 
Greenshields (CPB chair) are promi¬ 
nently listed as supporters. 


The foul nature of the People’s 
Pledge can be gathered from the protest 
it staged outside the treasury on July 
21 2011. That was the day when EU 
leaders launched a second, £96 billion, 
bailout for Greece. The campaign said 
that there should be no further con¬ 
tributions from Britain. Bob Crow in 
particular singled out article 122 of the 
Lisbon treaty, which “obliges” British 
taxpayers to “risk” billions of pounds 
at a “time of cuts to public services at 
home”. 3 Presumably Greece should be 
abandoned to a disorderly default and 
forced to exit from the euro zone. 

For its part, the British National 
Party roundly condemns international 
bankers for “strangling the Greek 
economy”, demands that the UK “with¬ 
draw from the European Union” and 
wants to reserve government funds for 
“more useful projects”. 4 Sadly, a posi¬ 
tion which almost passes for common 
sense on the left nowadays too. Both 
the Socialist Workers Party and the 
Socialist Party in England and Wales 
are set to partner the Morning Star's 
CPB in the No2EU electoral front - note 
the line-up of speakers for the North 
West constituency launch meeting: 
Bob Crow (RMT), Roger Banister 
(SPEW) and Michael Lavalette (SWP). 5 
According to a recent No2EU bulletin, 
a break with the EU will allow Britain 
to “be rebuilt with socialist policies.” 6 
A clear case of national socialism. And, 
unfortunately, where the CPB, SWP and 
SPEW have led Socialist Resistance, 
Respect, Alliance for Green Socialism, 
Socialist Labour Party, Solidarity, etc 
have followed. 

What appears to be an incongru¬ 
ous, puzzling and unnatural alignment 
between left and right in actual fact 
stems from a common source. Uniting 
28 countries, having an agreed legal 
framework, committed to the free 
movement of labour and capital, the 
EU stands as an existential threat to 
the nation-state cherished by those 
for whom the future lies in the past. 
After all BNPers yearn for a white, 
1950s Britain with traditional weights 
and measures and close trading rela¬ 
tions with Canada, Australia and New 
Zealand. In a similar way, the nation¬ 
state is viewed as the natural vehicle 
for socialist transformation by left 
reformists, ‘official communists’ and 
former Trotskyites alike. The dream is 


of a referendum which in due course 
will see a return to Keynesianism, wel¬ 
farism and “British sovereignty”. 

As an aside, it is worth noting the 
deep distrust Marxists have generally 
had for referendums. So-called ‘di¬ 
rect democracy’ is a chimera in any 
complex society. Nuances have to be 
considered, likely consequences pre¬ 
dicted and alternatives closely stud¬ 
ied. That is why we advocate indirect 
democracy: ie, the election of recall¬ 
able representatives who are tasked 
with debating and deciding political 
positions and stratagems. Marx cer¬ 
tainly denounced - and in no uncertain 
terms - Louis Bonaparte’s deployment 
of successive referendums to consoli¬ 
date his dictatorship and excuse for¬ 
eign adventures. 7 The wording of the 
question is, of course, everything. Eg, 
to vote ‘no’ was to declare oneself op¬ 
posed to democratic reforms, to vote 
‘yes’ was to vote for despotism and 
war. Referendums bypass representa¬ 
tive democracy, political parties and 
careful deliberation. Something not 
lost on Adolph Hitler. He managed to 
get a 90% mandate for his dictatorship 
on August 19 1934 - despite an almost 
unprecedented campaign of intimida¬ 
tion, there were millions of spoilt bal¬ 
lot papers. 

Standing out 

Against this dire background 
the position of the Labour 
Representation Committee stands 
out positively. The November 2011 
AGM was presented with resolution 
15, which reads as follows: 

1. That the Europe-wide capitalist 
crisis requires a Europe-wide 
working-class response. 

2. That we should no more oppose 
European capitalist integration 
than we would oppose the merger 
of two companies, even though the 
bosses use mergers as an excuse to 
attempt job cuts and other attacks. 
When Britain PLC merges into 
Europe PLC, the answer is to link 
up with other European workers in 
solidarity and struggle. 

3. That demanding withdrawal from 
the EU, or opposing British entry 
into the European single currency, 
is a British nationalist position 
which misidentifies the enemy 


as ‘Europe’ rather than the ruling 
class. This is not altered by tacking 
on a slogan like ‘Socialist United 
States of Europe’. 

4. The road to a socialist united 
Europe is the road of responding 
to European capitalist unification 
by organising for cross-European 
workers’ and socialist struggle. We 
advocate the following programme 
for this struggle: 

• Oppose all cuts; level up wages, 
services, pensions and workers’ 
rights to the best across Europe; 

• Tax the rich and expropriate the 
banks, Europe-wide; 

• Scrap the EU’s bureaucratic 
structures; for a European 
constituent assembly; 

• Against a European defence 
force; for a Europe without standing 
armies or nuclear weapons; 

• For a European workers’ 
government. 

5. In a referendum on British entry 
to the euro, our position will be to 
advocate an active abstention and 
our slogans will be along the lines of 
‘In or out, the fight goes on’; ‘Single 
currency - not at our expense’; and 
‘For a workers’ Europe’. 

The resolution concludes with a three- 
point commitment: 

1. To organise public meetings and 
debates about Europe across the 
country. 

2. To initiate a short statement 
setting out this position and 
circulate it around Britain and 
Europe for signatories. 

3. To produce a short pamphlet 
setting out this position. 8 

Given that the resolution originated 
with and was moved by the social- 
imperialist Alliance for Workers’ 
Liberty, it was perhaps surprising 
that the AGM voted in favour. But, 
thankfully, it did. True there are some 
problems with it. Eg, a European 
workers’ government is perfectly fine 
as a programmatic position, but is a 
sad joke when it comes to immediate 
agitation. At present there is no serious 
revolutionary Marxist party anywhere 
in Europe. Nevertheless, the resolution 
was eminently supportable and it was 
good to see it gain a clear majority. 


That said LRC leaders such as 
Graham Bash, Andrew Fisher and 
Mike Phipps evidently thoroughly 
disapproved of the resolution ... and, as 
far as I am aware, the concluding three- 
point commitment remains unfulfilled. 
Of course, this may well be due to the 
decline and disorganisation of the LRC 
over the last couple of years. 

Next May 

However, the AWL has presented this 
year’s LRC national conference with 
another resolution on Europe. Noting 
the 2011 policy, the growth of Ukip 
and the rerun of No2EU, the AWL’s 
resolution 13 once again condemns 
British nationalism and xenophobic 
calls for an EU withdrawal. The 
position on organising an “all- 
European working class and socialist 
struggle”, etc is also reiterated. 
Nevertheless, the conclusion is 
questionable. The AWL calls for a 
“campaign advocating a Labour vote” 
in the May 2014 EU elections on the 
basis of opposing cuts, supporting 
the levelling up of wages across 
Europe, striving for the pan-European 
organisation of the working class, 
scrapping the EU’s bureaucratic 
structures, etc. Slogans such as ‘For 
international working class solidarity 
- for a workers’ united Europe’ are 
recommended in that spirit. 

Frankly, the conclusion does not 
follow from the premise. Ed Miliband 
and his candidates for 2014 will 
hardly be standing on the principles of 
internationalism and the perspective of 
a European workers’ government. Nor 
will they oppose all cuts or advocate 
a European constituent assembly. No, 
Labour candidates will be standing on 
a version of British nationalism barely 
distinguishable from that of the Tories 
and the Lib Dems. In the pointed words 
of deputy leader Harriet Harman, the 
“top priority” of Labour MEPs will be 
to “make sure they get the best deal” and 
“bring jobs and growth here in the UK”. 9 

That does not rule out voting Labour. 
Indeed, it has to be admitted, most LRC 
affiliates and individual members are 
firmly within the auto-Labour fold. 
But surely it would be far better for 
the LRC to use the May elections as 
an opportunity to make propaganda 
for its vision of a Europe ruled by the 
working class. Instead of running a 
campaign “advocating a Labour vote”, 
the LRC should challenge British 
nationalism across the board and spread 
the message of pan-EU working class 
unity, democracy and socialism. An 
election dominated by Ukip and British 
nationalism needs the input of the LRC 
and other leftwing organisations • 

Notes 

1. Daily Mail May 28. 

2. The Daily Telegraph October 12. 

3. http://communist-party.org.uk/index. 
php?option=com_content&view=article&id 
=1377:article-9-demonstration-no-bail-out- 
without-a-referendum&catid=7 8: eu-a-popular- 
sovereignty&Itemid=91. 

4. www.bnp.org.uk/policies/foreign-affairs. 

5. www.socialistparty.org.uk/campaign/Election_ 
campaigns/no2eu/l 7420. 

6. www.tuaeuc. org/no2eu-wp/wp-content/ 
uploads/2013/09/a5_no2eu.pdf. 

7. See Marx’s The 18th Brumaire of Louis 
Bonaparte (1852) and The civil war in 
France (1871). Also there is Kautsky’s book, 
Parliamentarism, direct legislation and social 
democracy (1893). 

8. Resolutions booklet November 2011, p 11. 

9. www. labour, org .uk/labour-party-european- 
election-candidate-selection-results,2013-08-02. 

LRC annual conference 
2013 

Saturday November 23, 10am to 
5pm (registration from 9.15am) 
Conway Hall, 25 Red Lion Square, 
London WC1. 
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FILM 



Casper: bespoke burglar 

Crime, youth and punishment 

Jim Moody reviews works from the London Film Festival with a linked theme 


^^uestions around criminal 
I Bjustice are highlighted by 
^IKthe feature film Starred up , 
which was shown in this month’s 
London Film Festival. 1 Its director, 
David Mackenzie, explores an 
adult jail from a new perspective, 
centring on late teenage offender 
Eric (Jack O’Connell), who has just 
been transferred - ‘starred up’ - for 
unspecified transgressions in one 
of her majesty’s young offender 
institutions (HMYOI). As the HMYOI 
portion of the UK prison estate is 
specifically designed to incarcerate 
young offenders from 18 to 21 or 
22, Eric’s transfer to adult prison is 
unusual, to say the least. 

Brutality in prison dramas is 
nothing new. But each time it is 
depicted it should raise fundamental 
questions or risk being seen as mere 
exploitation. Thankfully, Starred up is 
unafraid to confront the expressions of 
brutality of both prisoners and staff, 
including senior officials. While the 
visceral moments in the film skilfully 
skirt the lurid, its dramatic thrust leads 
one to question the current prison 
regime. The prison mix includes 
social worker Oliver (Rupert Friend), 
as well as Eric’s long-term prisoner 
father, Neville (Ben Mendelsohn), and 
governor Hayes (Sam Spruell). 

Clearly some prison officers and 
governors abuse their power - there 
are too many documented cases 
for that to be dismissed. After all, 
deaths in custody continue to occur 
everywhere in the criminal justice 
system: in secure training centres, 
HMYOIs, adult prisons and police 
cells. Numbers of deaths in prison 
have shown an increase in the last 10 
years, though those in police custody 
have diminished markedly. 

Inquest, the campaign against 
deaths in custody, “believes that 
deaths in prison cannot be looked at 
separately from examining harsh and 
impoverished prison conditions, the 
use of segregation, poor medical care 
and prison overcrowding - all of which 
have implications for people’s mental 
and physical health. Until there is a 
fundamental review of the overuse 
of prison for the most vulnerable 
and marginalised, prison deaths will 
continue.” 2 The organisation quotes 
figures that show over half of prison 
deaths are self-inflicted (the rest are 
apparently due to ‘natural causes’), 
though the usual fog of ministry of 


justice secrecy conveniently disguises 
how many, if any, of these might 
have been cases of ‘assisted suicide’. 
Starred up has no such qualms. 

Despite Eric’s swagger and 
dangerous bent, he nonetheless comes 
over as a vulnerable young man. His 
anger and that of other, older offenders 
can to a degree be tackled with 
professional assistance, but it takes a 
bold and brave soul to do so. Yet Oliver 
appears to be just such a one, though 
the pressures of powerful superiors 
might be formidable. Whether such 
dedication and persistence exists 
throughout the prison estate is moot, 
assuming there is even the opportunity 
to exercise it. 

At root, there is a need to question 
whether or not imprisonment has any 
lasting or effective use when dealing 
with those who have committed 
crimes, whether of violence or not. 
Indeed, what then is the purpose of 
imprisonment? In essence, many 
mainstream apologias, even when 
not reduced to the level of the Daily 
Mail , hark back to the idea that a 
guilty person must expect to face a 
form of social death. 

Overwhelmingly, crime under 
capitalism derives from how society 
functions - theft of social wealth 
through the profit system and the 
extreme violence of war. What 
example is it when the biggest, 
bourgeois criminals-at-large escape 
scot-free? 

Migrant 

repression 

Another sphere of subjugation of 
human beings to the needs of the 
bourgeoisie is manifest in the control 
of migrants and this was highlighted 
at the London Film Festival in the 
feature Leave to remain , directed by 
former documentary filmmaker Bruce 
Goodison. Using real teenage asylum- 
seekers alongside professional actors, 
including the excellent Toby Jones, 
who plays youth worker Nigel, 
Leave to remain looks at the lives of 
a group of unaccompanied asylum¬ 
seeking children, focusing in more 
detail on three of them - Omar (Noof 
Ousellam), Zizidi (Yasmin Mwanza) 
and Abdul (Masieh Zarrien). This 
is far removed from the highly 
politicised ‘reality’ of trash TV 
programmes exemplified by UK 
Border Force 2 (to be found on Sky’s 


Pick channel). 

While immigration laws exist to 
exert social control over documented 
workers, it is also true that 
undocumented (so-called ‘illegal’) 
workers face super-exploitation: 
some capitalists have thus been 
enabled to steal the product of these 
workers’ labour at discount over the 
paltry minimum wage. And a useful 
side-effect has been created for 
the mass media and establishment 
politicians who hope to divide 
workers, indigenous and migrant, 
with the big lie that incomers are the 
problem, not capital. 

Goodison’s film deals with one 
specific feature of the UK migration 
mill: young people who arrive 
unaccompanied by an adult, and what 
happens to them as they approach 
18 and the possibility of being sent 
back to whatever country they have 
fled. Some of the horror that forces 
parents to send their children away 
from danger inevitably seeps into the 
film’s presentation. But, as is usual 
in the limited public discourse over 
asylum in particular, attention zeroes 
in on questions of ‘genuineness’. For 
example, Abdul is made to endure an 
immigration officer’s questions about 
whether or not he has pubic and chest 
hair as a test of his juvenile status, with 
the official looking for anything that 
will help him deny Abdul admission 
to the country. Inevitably, wider 
questioning of restrictions on those 
wanting to enter the UK require another 
forum beyond this film’s remit. 

Dealing quite rightly with the pains 
and indignities of those claiming 
asylum as the film does serves in 
an oblique way to highlight how 
migration matters have become so 
narrowly focused in recent decades. 
The Socialist Workers Party, for 
example, resorts to ritual, knee- 
jerk accusations of ‘racism’ against 
the state. The basic working class 
principle of free movement hardly 
gets a hearing these days and this must 
change if the bourgeois consensus is 
to be exposed. 

Copenhagen’s 

sink 

Life is not easy in Copenhagen’s 
Northwest district, especially if you 
are 18 and have the burden of the 
senior male role in the family. In 
Northwest (director: Michael Noer), 


which also appeared at the LFF, 
Casper (Gustav Dyekjasr Giese) 
has shouldered this load in his own 
way. He is a bespoke burglar, taking 
what he can from others’ homes to 
his local gang leader, Jamal (Dulfi 
Al-Jabouri), for minimal payment. 
Casper’s younger brother, Andy 
(Oscar Dyekjasr Giese), joins him 
in these ventures when he decides to 
try another fence, which appears to 
offer career advancement, to Jamal’s 
intense displeasure. 

Young people caught in dire social 
circumstances sometimes make 
choices whose ramifications may be 
much riskier than they realise. And so 
it proves with Casper and Andy, who 
fall foul of both the neighbourhood 
gang and their new best friends. 
Noer gives us an unvarnished but 
fully dimensioned view of Casper, 
caught as he is between his desire to 
do the best for his mother and young 
sister and how to get the wherewithal 
to keep them all from poverty. He is 
understandably seduced by the ease 
with which his new work brings 
satisfactory rewards. 

Liberal tut-tutting at some of 
the choices that are made in order 
to survive against the odds under 
the foulness of capitalism has no 
purchase. Crime under this social 
system is the fruit of that cankerous 
tree. The interplay of characters in 
Northwest - criminals as most of them 
are - appeals thanks to their truthful 
portrayal as human beings. We thus 
accept them as individuals, caught 
in whatever cleft their narrowly 
defined lives have placed them. Life’s 
options are definitely not the same 
for everyone. 

Director Noer, formerly a 
documentary filmmaker, did not use 
a detailed script and left the actors to 
improvise much of the dialogue and 
action in a neighbourhood where there 
was local cooperation: this shows in the 
freshness and veracity of the exchanges. 
Through this approach we may feel 
empathy with and some sympathy 
for the characters. Society’s waste of 
youth and the impossibility of achieving 
anywhere near a full human potential 
is well pointed up in this enlivening 
example of the crime genre • 

Notes 

1. At the time of writing none of the three films 
reviewed here has been given a UK release date. 

2. http://inquest.gn.apc.org/website/policy/deaths- 
in-custody/deaths-in-prison. 


What we 
fight for 

■ Without organisation the 
working class is nothing; with the 
highest form of organisation it is 
everything. 

■ There exists no real Communist 
Party today. There are many 
so-called ‘parties’ on the left. In 
reality they are confessional sects. 
Members who disagree with the 
prescribed ‘line’ are expected to 
gag themselves in public. Either 
that or face expulsion. 

■ Communists operate according 
to the principles of democratic 
centralism. Through ongoing 
debate we seek to achieve unity 
in action and a common world 
outlook. As long as they support 
agreed actions, members should 
have the right to speak openly and 
form temporary or permanent 
factions. 

■ Communists oppose all 
imperialist wars and occupations 
but constantly strive to bring to 
the fore the fundamental question 
- ending war is bound up with 
ending capitalism. 

■ Communists are 
internationalists. Everywhere we 
strive for the closest unity and 
agreement of working class and 
progressive parties of all countries. 
We oppose every manifestation 
of national sectionalism. It is an 
internationalist duty to uphold the 
principle, ‘One state, one party’. 

■ The working class must be 
organised globally. Without 
a global Communist Party, 
a Communist International, 
the struggle against capital is 
weakened and lacks coordination. 

■ Communists have no interest 
apart from the working class 
as a whole. They differ only in 
recognising the importance of 
Marxism as a guide to practice. 
That theory is no dogma, but 
must be constantly added to and 
enriched. 

■ Capitalism in its ceaseless 
search for profit puts the future 
of humanity at risk. Capitalism is 
synonymous with war, pollution, 
exploitation and crisis. As a global 
system capitalism can only be 
superseded globally. 

■ The capitalist class will never 
willingly allow their wealth and 
power to be taken away by a 
parliamentary vote. 

■ We will use the most militant 
methods objective circumstances 
allow to achieve a federal republic 
of England, Scotland and Wales, 
a united, federal Ireland and a 
United States of Europe. 

■ Communists favour industrial 
unions. Bureaucracy and class 
compromise must be fought and 
the trade unions transformed into 
schools for communism. 

■ Communists are champions 
of the oppressed. Women’s 
oppression, combating racism and 
chauvinism, and the struggle for 
peace and ecological sustainability 
are just as much working class 
questions as pay, trade union rights 
and demands for high-quality 
health, housing and education. 

■ Socialism represents victory in 
the battle for democracy. It is the 
rule of the working class. Socialism 
is either democratic or, as with 
Stalin’s Soviet Union, it turns 
into its opposite. 

■ Socialism is the first stage 
of the worldwide transition 
to communism - a system 
which knows neither wars, 
exploitation, money, classes, 
states nor nations. Communism 
is general freedom and the real 
beginning of human history. 
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Do not accept 
mainstream 
common sense 


Nutters like us 


Till the left starts to make headway, get used to being viewed as mad, writes Paul Demarty 



T he comment threads on the Left 
Unity website are ever lively, and 
never more so than when the scab 
is scraped off the platform struggle, 
which has taken on a rather traumatic 
character for many participants. 

So it is with the latest iteration of the 
Left Party Platform, which is at least 
marginally to the left of the first one; just 
as well, now that even ‘Red’ Ed Miliband 
is not as embarrassed by the word 
‘socialism’ as AlanThomett. Inevitably, 
beneath the platform statement are (at 
time of writing) 30 comments of varying 
degrees of lucidity. 

In a particularly bad mood is one 
John Penney, who flaps his gums 
about “ultra-left sectlets” in a manner 
so cliched it is almost enough to 
hurt our feelings (put some effort in, 
please!). In one rambling contribution, 
he makes another impeccably shop- 
soiled argument: “[The masses] won’t 
join the far-left parties though, will 
they? Why? Because they think your 
obscurantist, sloganeer language and 
demands are those of crazy people! 
That’s the reality. Suck it up! Most 
people think you are nutters.” 

There are all manner of open goals 
here for any competent opponent; the 
masses aren’t exactly flocking into Left 
Unity, or its rightmost faction either; they 
are not flocking into Respect, which is 
dead on the vine; they did not flock into 
the last 10 attempts to do exactly the 
same thing as the LPP has in mind. We 
may conclude that the masses, inasmuch 
as they take an interest, think John 
Penney is a nutter as well. 

This drew a quick response from 
Chris Strafford, a leading comrade in 
the centrist Socialist Platform, and runs 
in its entirety thus: “This is not helpful 
language to use in these discussions, 
John. There is nothing wrong with 
being a nutter. Many people suffer 
from mental illnesses and are branded 
‘nutters’ and ‘crazy’ all the time. Try 
and remember our project is trying to 
break from such behaviour.” 1 

The response of comrade Strafford, 
alas, leaves something to be desired. 
So “nutters” is notionally offensive to 
people who struggle with one form or 
another of mental illness; so what? 
That is clearly not the sense in which 
the criticism was intended. 

If there is nothing wrong with 
mental illness, why do we call it 
illness! There clearly is something 
deeply wrong with a society in which 
depression is on the rise, eating 
disorders are reaching epidemic 
proportions and something like one in 
seven teenagers is certifiably mentally 
ill. There is nothing ‘wrong’ with 
people who suffer from such disorders, 
in that not even the most sociopathic 
Ukip member would ascribe moral 
culpability to the patient; but Penney’s 
point is that we on the far left have 
chosen to (appear to) be nutters, that 
we have the freedom to be sane. 

That should be all the more obvious 
if we ask the question: what is mental 
illness? The ‘official’ textbook for 
psychiatrists is the diagnostic and 
statistical manual (DSM), but we 
cannot but be slightly concerned that 


every time it is reissued it is a good 
sight longer than the last version. This 
does not seem to be all (or very much) 
down to genuinely new discoveries in 
the field of mental health; rather, an 
abstract list of symptoms is carved up 
in notionally novel ways, and more 
‘symptoms’ are bunged in for good 
measure, with the result that personal 
idiosyncrasies (nail-biting, for 
instance) are implicitly medicalised. 

Mental health, in short, is even 
in this most narrow definition 
a social question; while it would be 
scientifically illiterate to exclude 
entirely the ‘non-social’ factors in 
this (physiological problems do 
often manifest psychologically, for 
instance), many of the most common 
issues (depression, eating disorders 
and so on) are inseparable from a 
social context that defines boundaries 
of what is ‘normal’ and what is not. 
The latter category is getting larger. 

So it is with ideas that are considered 
‘mad’. It is certainly the case that our 
ideas are ‘mad’; communists and 
revolutionary socialists of all stripes 
are considered little better than those 
who believe the Earth to be flat. 
The most prominent ‘communist’ 
intellectual, even, is Slavoj Zizek, who 
has built a media career out of being 
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a scatterbrained, bearded eccentric - 
a kind of global village idiot. That, 
unfortunately, is as good as it gets for 
us in the global north at the moment. 

In this context, complaining that 
the word ‘nutters’ is offensive might 
garner some cheap moral authority 
in an internet comment thread, but is 
absolutely hopeless as far as talking to 
broader masses is concerned. According 
to the common sense of the age, it 
will be interpreted as a guilty refusal 
to answer the charge - equivalent, to 
use two unflattering examples, to Nick 
Griffin’s refusal to explain his views 
on the holocaust because of ‘European 
law’, or Michael Howard’s legendary 
refusal to answer a question of Jeremy 
Paxman’s. It is a lawyer’s response; not 
a communist politician’s. 

We may then consider why it is that 
our ideas are mad. Comrade Penney 
has his answer - we are trapped in a 
“far-left bubble”, talking to ourselves 
about the Russian revolution and so 
forth, when what we need to do is 
rally around a set of “limited but mass 
popular demands”. That will make us 
appear sane, apparently. Yet it is pretty 
obviously the case that such has been 
the method of the Socialist Workers 
Party for decades, without any obvious 
breakthrough; more to the point, the 


Socialist Worker seller is the very 
archetype of the swivel-eyed Trot 
in the popular imagination. Making 
“mass popular demands”, only louder, 
also seems mad. 

What is the way out, then? 
Consider the shape of the Earth. It 
is in a certain sense counter-intuitive 
that the world is round. To the naked 
eye, it does not look round. The round 
Earth hypothesis, moreover, had a 
number of false dawns, dating back to 
classical Greece, before gaining wide 
acceptance; we may assume that even 
reports of Magellan’s voyage were 
disbelieved by provincial peasants who 
had never left the village. 

It is not simply the case that we 
just ‘know’ nowadays that the Earth 
is not flat; rather, that fact has become 
social, initially through the growth of 
global empires with colonial outposts 
all over the world, and later the rapid 
development of consumer transport 
and so on. It is written into the fabric 
of daily life in such a way that belief 
in a flat Earth makes one indisputably, 
with all due apologies to comrade 
Strafford, a nutter. 

What do we on the far left claim? 
That capitalism is only one stage of 
human history that has been bom and 
will die; that when it dies, we will all 
be taken down with it unless humanity 
consciously overcomes it; that the 
agent of this change is the working 
class; and, finally, that this class has 
no race, gender or nationality, but 
transcends all the arbitrary borders of 
the planet and can wipe all oppression 
from the face of the earth. 

On the face of it, all those claims 
are mad. Capitalism, even in its current 
paralysed state, looks as permanent a 
fixture as ever; and it does so because 
nothing seems able to challenge it. 
The working class is hammered and 
atomised; substantial sections of it - 
sadly - have fallen under the sway of 
precisely the chauvinist, patriarchal 
and other reactionary tendencies 
that we suppose it to be capable of 


destroying once and for all. 

They are mad for real, undeniable, 
social-historical reasons - principally that 
we are living through a period of defeat. 
The pall of madness colours not only the 
up-front versions of socialist ideology, 
that make the above claims poker-faced 
to ‘ordinary people’, but also those who 
fancy themselves ‘clever’ enough to 
make “mass popular demands” instead, 
which without exception fail to be mass 
or popular beyond the far left’s periphery 
in the broader labour movement. John 
Penney is a special sort of nutter - the 
one who believes he has fooled the 
doctors into thinking that he has made 
an overnight recovery, and is ready to be 
released into the community. 

Penney’s implication is right - we do 
indeed have the freedom to be ‘sane’. 
We may rejoin the mainstream of 
bourgeois society, vote Labour, Liberal 
or Tory, and try to make pragmatic 
tweaks to the set-up; we can give 
up, in other words, on any attempt at 
fundamental transformation of society. 
We can laugh at the Demartys, Penneys 
and Straffords of this world alike as 
delusional flat-Earthers. The trouble 
is that we are right: capitalism cannot 
right itself in good order or for long, 
and any pretence to the contrary flies in 
the face of all historical evidence. In a 
crazy world, only the nutters are sane. 

Making that insight into the 
beginnings of a meaningful social fact 
is a more tortuous task; no get-rich- 
quick schemes are available. We must 
first get our own house in order; which 
means talking amongst ourselves, and 
working out how exactly we are going 
to explain to the people outside the 
bubble that history can be drastically 
reoriented without it all ending up in 
another gulag • 

paul.demarty@weeklyworker.org.uk 

Notes 

1. http://leftunity.org/left-party-platform-sub- 
mission-for-the-aims-section-at-the-founding- 
conference. 
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